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Abstract 
 
This study, modeled after a 2016 study by Natasha Warikoo at Harvard, Brown, 
Cambridge, and Oxford Universities, examines student opinions on race, meritocracy, and 
diversity through the lens of affirmative action. It focuses on the opinions of students at a 
Southern University to illuminate the tools students use to navigate racial issues and provide an 
understanding of current racial attitudes. “Opinions on affirmative action policy” was chosen as 
the proxy for student attitudes on race, meritocracy, and diversity because of student awareness, 
relevance to student life, and the opportunity to examine how students understand meritocracy 
and diversity when systematic inequality seemingly places the two at odds.  
This study attempts explorational understanding of how students navigate racial issues on 
campus, which will be used to develop existing knowledge on Southern, college-educated, 
student opinions. Data on student opinions was collected through an online survey, with 
approximately 470 student respondents and 16 in-depth interviews. The survey gathered 
information on student demographics as well as general attitudes on issues of race, meritocracy, 
and diversity on campus. The interview questions launched deeper discussion of these topics 
with open-ended questions aimed at better understanding how students manage concepts of race 
relations. The quantitative data was analyzed using factor analysis and logistic regression models 
and the qualitative data were used to explain trends in the quantitative findings. Findings suggest 
that while race was previously considered the most significant influence on people’s opinions 
about affirmative action, political affiliation is increasing in its significance related to how 
students manage concepts of race, meritocracy, and diversity. These findings provide insight to 
the college student mindset during an era marked by changing dynamics in race relations due to 
the Trump campaign and administration and the rise of the Black Lives Matter movement. 
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5 
Introduction 
 Since 2014, the social and political landscape of the United States has shifted immensely 
given the rise of the Black Lives Matter movement, the end of the Obama Administration and the 
beginning of the Trump campaign and administration. Between July and August 2014, media 
coverage of police brutality gained national attention after four Black men were killed by police 
officers in separate incidents. On July 17th, 2014, Eric Garner died of asphyxiation from a 
chokehold by a police officer on Staten Island; on August 5th, 2014, John Crawford was shot and 
killed in a Walmart after being seen with a toy gun which he picked up in the store; on August 
9th, 2014, Michael Brown, 18 years old, was killed by police officers outside his apartment 
complex; on August 11th, 2014, Ezell Ford, a man with a mental disability, was shot in the back 
by police officers while walking down the street. By the end of August 2014, a state of 
emergency was declared in Missouri after protests against police brutality, most linked to the 
Black Lives Matter movement, turned violent. 
As dialogue about race relations increased between 2014 and the present, American 
youth were witness to a range of historically significant events. I began to wonder what impact 
these events might have on the way young people in the United States were thinking about race 
relations. This interest sparked a study examining how college students at a Southern, elite 
university think about race, meritocracy, and diversity and to consider the possible influences of 
the sociopolitical context on their attitudes. Given the complexity of race relations, I chose to 
focus on how students manage race, meritocracy, and diversity through the lens of affirmative 
action because these topics uncover implicit biases about the value of racial diversity and the 
importance of merit in society. These topics culminated in the development of one research 
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question: How do Southern college students at an elite university manage the concepts of race, 
meritocracy, and diversity through the lens of affirmative action during a race-conscious age? 
This study suggests that current college students are using political affiliation as a tool to help 
manage concepts of race, meritocracy, and diversity in addition to racial/ethnic identities.  
This study was inspired by Natasha Warikoo’s work on college students’ racial frames, 
the categorical perspectives through which people think about race, published in 2016. Between 
2009 and 2011 Warikoo gathered data for a study on how college students think about race, 
meritocracy, and diversity, later published in ​The Diversity Bargain. The Diversity Bargain 
discusses the popular racial frames or schemata and their meanings used by college students at 
elite universities such as Harvard, Brown, Oxford, and Cambridge. Warikoo’s work provided 
unique insight to the ways college students were navigating issues around race, meritocracy, and 
diversity during the 2009 and 2011 period by categorizing student opinions into four racial 
frames: colorblindness, culture of poverty, diversity, and power analysis. The goal of my work 
was initially to examine whether the same frames apply to the way college students think about 
race, meritocracy, and diversity today, however, due to complications in the quantitative 
analysis, these frameworks became a starting point for understanding student attitudes. The goal 
transitioned understanding descriptively how students manage concepts of race, meritocracy, and 
diversity and how student attitudes may be shifting during this particular period of race 
conscious activism and discourse. The students in this study have experienced the administration 
of the first Black President, Black Lives Matter, and a white president who has repeatedly 
refused to condemn the actions of the KKK and other white supremacist groups. I hypothesize 
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that the rapid succession of these events contributed to a perspective amongst current college 
students that is different from those who graduated before the Trump administration. 
Understanding college students’ attitudes is important because it provides useful 
information about future social attitudes. As students mature and become the dominant 
generation, their attitudes will become salient to society (Bobo, 2001). Following the research 
design of Warikoo, I selected “opinions on affirmative action policy” as a proxy for student 
attitudes towards race, meritocracy and diversity. Given the relevance of affirmative action to 
student life, the policy provides an opportunity to examine how students value meritocracy and 
diversity when systematic inequality seemingly places the two at odds (Warikoo, 2016). Due to 
the continued effects of historical inequality manifesting in phenomena like the opportunity and 
achievement gaps, Black and Hispanic students perform less well academically on average than 
their white counterparts. This gap can be interpreted by some as meaning these students are less 
worthy or meritorious instead of lacking the resources to achieve their fullest potential. When 
these gaps are examined in higher education, where there is often an effort to create diverse 
learning environments, concerns over the balance between meritocracy and diversity often 
bubble to the top. Examples of this are epitomized by the court cases of ​Regents of the University 
of California v. Bakke (1978) ​ and ​Fisher v. University of Texas (2016)​ in which white students 
sued the respective universities over their use of affirmative action in admissions. This study 
explores student management of race, meritocracy, and diversity in higher education at Southern 
University, an elite, public university in the South. The focus on Southern University students 
provides an opportunity to study student management of these concepts in a context of deeply 
embedded regional racialized history and the conditions of a public university system.  
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Student management of race, meritocracy, and diversity was examined through the 
collection of survey and interview data from Southern University undergraduate students. Data 
were gathered from 465 survey respondents on a variety of topics ranging from background 
characteristics and opinions on affirmative action to stereotypes about African Americans. 16 
interviews were conducted with students from the same pool of survey respondents to provide 
more in-depth understanding of the study topics. These two methods allow the study to not only 
examine patterns of prevalence of student attitudes but to understand what these attitudes might 
look like in relation to affirmative action.  
 
Context 
Institutional and Socio-political Context 
This study has the potential to contribute to the literature beyond the scope of Warikoo’s 
study because the Southern University is located in the southern part of the United States, the 
region of the country with the longest history of racial tension. As such, we might expect 
students to have higher exposure to prejudicial attitudes and therefore adopt some of these 
attitudes as their own. Approximately 80% of the study body at Southern University has lived in 
North Carolina for at least two years prior to attending the university due to the requirements of a 
public university.  While this study did not control for the length of time each student spent in 
the south, it assumes in-state status provides a certain level of exposure to southern history and 
lingering prejudicial ideology.  
 North Carolina has experienced a wide range of racial events, from Confederacy 
membership, to citizen participation in landmark Civil Rights events such as the Greensboro 
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sit-ins in 1960, and Black Lives Matter protests in Charlotte, NC after the killing of ​Keith 
Lamont Scott ​ in 2016.While this context is not exclusive to North Carolina, it does differentiate 
this study from previous work which focuses on higher education institutions above the 
Mason-Dixon line. Furthermore, Southern University’s status as a public institution may also 
matter for student attitudes on race and affirmative action. Warikoo notes that the reason she 
chose students from Ivy League universities was that they were less likely to feel that they 
experienced negative interactions with affirmative action given their enrollment at elite, 
exclusive universities (Warikoo, 2016). Therefore, it is possible that Southern University 
undergraduate students are more likely than Ivy League students to hold varied opinions about 
affirmative action given that they may come from more diverse socioeconomic backgrounds and 
potentially have felt victimized by affirmative action given that some students may have applied 
to Ivy League universities and been rejected.  
The opinions on race, meritocracy, and diversity of Southern University students matter 
because, given the prestige of the university’s credentials, graduates of the school often have 
management positions once in the workforce.  In these positions of leadership, graduates will 
have an opportunity to directly or indirectly influence others and shape legal, workplace, or 
community policy on topics such as affirmative action and promoting diversity and inclusion. In 
other words, Southern University students have the potential to be key players in developing 
future race relations and politics.  
Warikoo collected data for her study from non-first year students primarily between 2009 
and 2011, which means the youngest students she interviewed likely graduated in 2014, 
assuming they graduated within four years (Warikoo, 2016 pg. 33). As ​Warikoo states, students 
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in her study were living in a “supposedly postracial era”, in which people thought that race no 
longer influenced success, especially given the election of President Obama (Warikoo, 2016, pg. 
10). In contrast, students who entered college in 2014 or later experienced college during a time 
of increasing tensions regarding race relations. ​In the summer of 2014, as mentioned above, there 
were four high profile instances of police brutality resulting in the death of African American 
men. These cases grabbed the national spotlight for most of the summer and fueled the newly 
formed Black Lives Matter movement, which began in 2013 after the acquittal of George 
Zimmerman for the shooting of Trayvon Martin. The frequency and coverage of police brutality 
varied between 2014 and 2018, but by the end of 2014, “Black Lives Matter” had become a 
recognizable name on most college campuses. During this time various college campuses also 
experienced a surge in media coverage related to race relations. Harvard, Yale, Princeton, and 
Brown Universities, among others, were all in the news regarding protests or events related to 
promoting the rights of people/ students of color. Southern University also experienced a variety 
of noteworthy events aimed at supporting minority students including Black Lives Matter 
campus-wide sit ins and multiple protests regarding institutional maintenance of a statue of a 
Confederate soldier. While there have been similar historical moments where college students 
have involved themselves in the rights of disadvantaged groups, the current context is marked by 
increasing diversity on campus as well as the use of social media and increased access to 
information and mass communication, creating the potential for social media echo-chambers as 
well as greater exposure to national events.  
While the country was experiencing renewed coverage of race-related clashes, another 
major shift took place politically during the 2016 Presidential election. First, the 2016 
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Presidential election was particularly relevant for the students in this study because it was the 
first time any of them could vote in a presidential election. Furthermore, this election was the 
first time in history a woman was the primary candidate for either of the two major political 
parties, adding historical significance and increasing student attention to the election. The 2016 
presidential election is also relevant because the Trump campaign and eventual administration 
called the notion of a “post-racial” America into question over various controversial policies and 
comments Trump made in person and on Twitter. Examples include President Trump’s support 
of the Border Wall with Mexico since the early stages of his campaign and his Travel ban signed 
in January 2017. Popular critiques amongst Democrats and Liberals are that these policies are 
based in racist ideology about the violence of Hispanic and Middle Eastern groups. President 
Trump also creates a new opportunity for dialogue through his utilization of social media, which 
allows access to his thoughts in a highly digestible way, 140 characters or less, and encourages 
direct response and discourse over mass communication channels.  
The social and political shifts that took place between 2014 and the present have strong 
implications for the state of race relations in the United States today. Therefore, it is likely that 
people who experienced part or all of their college education between 2014-2018 will have 
attitudes marked by the socio-political context of this period, allowing this study to expand the 
narrative began by Natasha Warikoo.   
Affirmative Action Policy  
Opinions on affirmative action serve as a mechanism to gauge student management of 
concepts of race, meritocracy, and diversity. Opinions on the policy may be influenced by its 
history, therefore it is important to understand its continued place of prominence in national 
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discussions about race relations. Further, the history of affirmative action shows that 
interpretation of the policy is strongly influenced by historical context, suggesting that the timing 
of this study may provide new and interesting perspectives on student opinions on affirmative 
action ( ​Katznelson, 2006 ​).  
A ​ffirmative action policy was created in 1961 to require government employers to “not 
discriminate against any employee or applicant for employment because of race, creed, color, or 
national origin” and “take affirmative action to ensure that applicants are employed, and that 
employees are treated during employment without regard to their race, creed, color, or national 
origin” (National Archives, 1965). Affirmative action was intended as a policy to perform “acts 
of corrective justice” (Katznelson, 2006). This meant that it was not intended to give an equitable 
allocation of goods, but rather to serve as “i​dentified interventions which remedy previously 
unjust decisions” (Katznelson, 2006).​ The Civil Rights Act of 1964 then made it illegal to 
discriminate against students and college applicants on the basis of race and gender, which 
served as the push for higher education institutions to implement the policy.  However, the 
policy generated controversy in the higher education community.  
In 1978, the Supreme Court ruled on a case, ​Regents of the University of California vs. 
Bakke, ​in which a white medical student claimed that he was denied admission to the university 
because affirmative action policy allowed less qualified, non-white students admission in his 
place. Within the rationale for the case, the Supreme Court identified the limited circumstances 
under which affirmative action was constitutional as applied to admission or hiring processes. 
According to Justice Powell, affirmative action is constitutional if it satisfies these three 
conditions: ​(1) there must be a clear connection between affirmative action policies and specific 
 
13 
historical harms based on race; (2) the use of affirmative action cannot be vague or of moderate 
importance; it must be “sufficiently valuable” as a good to justify the suspension of the rules; (3) 
If there is a nonracial way to pursue said goals then the nonracial alternative is preferable 
(Katznelson, 2006 ​). During the ​Bakke​ case it was also determined that the use of quotas as a 
means for pro​moting racial diversity is illegal. Without the ability to use quotas and given the 
seemingly conflicting nature of the three conditions laid out by Justice Powell, colleges and 
universities began using what is known as “the diversity rationale” as the primary argument for 
the “sufficient value” of affirmative action and justification for the “suspension of the rules”. The 
diversity rationale states that c​onsidering race in higher education admissions is only permissible 
when it serves the goal of providing a diverse environment to enhance the learning of all students 
on campus (Warikoo, 2016). The outcome of the diversity rationale and corrective justice may 
appear similar, but the logic used in their implementation highlight different schemata or 
decision-making heuristics regarding race that are key to understanding how students manage the 
intersection of race, meritocracy and diversity. 
The opinions of Southern University students on race, meritocracy, and diversity as 
operationalized by affirmative action provide insight about a new context marked by 
race-consciousness and political change. Students who experienced intellectual growth during 
the transition between President Obama and President Trump while witnessing the Black Lives 
Matter movement are likely to hold unique perspectives from previous cohorts. Race relations 
are constantly evolving and requiring new research to understand sociological developments 
(Bonilla-Silva, 1997); this study provides the most up-to-date data on Southern, college student 
opinion on topics related to this evolving narrative.  
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Literature Review 
As evidenced by the events of the last decade, the election of both President Obama and 
President Trump, as well as the rise of new civil rights movements, race relations are continually 
changing in the United States. To understand how these changes may be influencing attitudes 
about race, meritocracy, and diversity, my study draws upon research addressing the changing 
nature of racism, theories for opposing affirmative action, and studies examining college student 
attitudes on affirmative action and race. I use similar methods and theory from previous studies 
in order to maintain continuity in the literature and track potential changes in language and 
popular opinion among students.  
Evolving Racial Discourse 
The language and ideas around the manifestation of racial tension and power dynamics 
have shifted over time. Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, a sociologist who wrote a critique of previous 
studies done on race relations, argues that many researchers have ignored the systemic nature of 
racism in their work (Bonilla-Silva, 1997). Systemic or institutional racism originates from 
established and authoritative forces in society and therefore receives less condemnation than 
individual racism ( ​Carmichael, S., & Hamilton, C. V., 1968). Institutional racism can be 
identified through discrimination in policy or policy enforcement usually by state agents. 
Bonilla-Silva noted several key failures of previous researchers in understanding institutional 
racism: solely examining racism on an individual level, treating racism as a static phenomenon, 
and understanding racism as an overt behavior (Bonilla-Silva, 1997). Several of these common 
mistakes make it difficult to analyze the “new racism” that replaced the Jim Crow racism in the 
country (Bobo, 2001; Torres, K. C., & Charles, C. Z., 2004; Warikoo, 2016). New racism is 
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characterized by five characteristics outlined by Bonilla-Silva, but, most importantly, it consists 
of less overt racial discourse and practices and invisible systemic mechanisms, which perpetuate 
racial inequality and echoes “racial practices characteristic of the Jim Crow period of race 
relations” (Bonilla-Silva 2013:32)  
Throughout his work, Bonilla-Silva argues for the acknowledgement of the systemic 
nature of racism or institutional racialized disadvantage, suggesting racism should be studied on 
a societal or community level. Further, Bonilla-Silva suggests that one of the reasons researchers 
are failing to accurately study racism is because racism is dynamic rather than static, meaning it 
can change over time. This supports the research that discusses the rise of new racism as a shift 
in the form of racist attitudes from those which manifest as overt behaviors to implicit biases and 
behaviors that become obscured in a social context.  
“New racism” is often recognized at the intersection of acknowledgment of racial 
disadvantage and lack of support for racially targeted policies (Bobo & Kuegel, 1993; Warikoo, 
2016), such as affirmative action or busing to promote school integration. In contrast to overt 
racism, in which people openly believe in the inferiority of minorities, new racism acknowledges 
disadvantage but does not support the allocation of resources to change that disadvantage, 
implying that they, on some level believe in that same inferiority.​ The combination of adherence 
to meritocratic values and new racism has created a psychological heuristic where people believe 
in ideological equality but believe that the current state of inequality is due to lack of effort on 
the part of minorities ( ​Virtanen, Simo V., & Huddy, L.,1998). The liberal college-student 
ideology makes identifying overtly racist attitudes amongst the population difficult. However, 
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examining student responses for indicators of “new racism” can provide insight into underlying 
tensions in students’ attempts to balance their ideas about race, meritocr​acy, and diversity.  
The present study takes note of the mistakes in research on race identified by 
Bonilla-Silva and others and attempts to identify patterns of student behaviors with new racism 
in mind. The goal is not to label individual attitudes as racist but rather to understand student 
perspectives and to treat these attitudes as parts of a society influenced by institutional racism 
and a changing social context. This study also acknowledges that racism is not static, but is 
continually changing its appearance within society. Bonilla-Silva’s argument about the changing 
nature of racism can also be interpreted as a mandate for an updated study on student opinions 
due to new salient political and social factors.  
The Diversity Bargain 
In ​The Diversity Bargain​, Warikoo discusses the trend of liberal attitudes among college 
students and argues that the values of liberalism should recognize the underrepresentation of 
people of color on college campuses and therefore encourage students to think admission 
policies at their universities are not sufficiently inclusive ( ​Mariani, M. & Hewitt, G., 2008; 
Bruce, et. al., 1987). She then examines the tension in student attitudes between liberal ideology 
and affirmative action, a policy which can be perceived as promoting diversity to the 
disadvantage of white students. 
Warikoo classifies student attitudes using four racial frames, or lenses through which 
people respond and observe social phenomenon: the color-blindness frame, the culture of 
poverty frame, the diversity frame, and the power analysis frame. These frames are not belief or 
ideology, but a perspective or a point of view that has the ability to change. Frames do not 
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provide moral imperatives as put forth by a person’s ideology but instead act as a heuristic or 
shortcut for understanding the social world (Tversky & Kahneman, 1981).  
The color-blind frame asserts that paying attention to race leads to discrimination and 
therefore race should not be considered when making any decisions. This view takes an 
individualist rather than collective approach, meaning it assesses individuals rather than their 
social circumstance. The culture of poverty frame perceives that racial stratification stems from 
cultural characteristics such as a lack of work ethic or a disregard for marriage. The diversity 
frame originated from the civil rights movement and the push to celebrate cultural differences. 
The diversity frame views race as a cultural identity that shapes individuals’ worldviews in 
positive ways and therefore deems exposure to a diverse set of perspectives, behaviors, and 
practices that result from racial and ethnic plurality as a valuable experience. The power analysis 
frame is based in sociological conflict theory and identifies race as a basis for power struggle in 
society. This view evaluates the importance of race in society according to unequal power 
structures and acknowledges institutional racism. The power analysis frame is often called the 
“social justice” or “critical race theory” approach (Warikoo, 2016).  
In order to examine the racial frames of students at elite universities, Warikoo began with 
a survey of a wide range of students at the four institutions. Next, she solicited volunteers from 
survey respondents to participate in an interview. It is through the interview that Warikoo 
identified student racial frames. She collected a total of 143 interviews from typically 
second-year undergraduate students across four elite universities, two in the United States and 
two in the United Kingdom. While Warikoo did not limit any student from participating, she 
made an effort to include students from different racial backgrounds and made a special call for 
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white, male participants because of the initial low response rate of that group. Warikoo 
implemented a system of racial matching during her interview process where interviewers were 
selected based on similarity to interviewee to avoid introducing bias about how students might 
communicate with a person of a different race.  
Warikoo found that the majority of students in her study held a combination of diversity 
frame and color-blindness frames. Though these frames seem to contradict one another due to 
the fact that one does not acknowledge race while the other celebrates it, Warikoo found that 
broadening the definition of diversity to include any type of difference in experience or 
perspective led some students to a mix of diversity and color-blind frames; as the definition of 
diversity expands beyond race, the significance of race-related experience decreased and resulted 
in this perspective.  
The Diversity Bargain​ is the inspiration and primary reference point for the present study. 
This study will use Warikoo’s racial frames as a basis for interpreting student perspectives as 
well as key questions used for data collection. The goal of this study is not to confirm student 
management of these frames, but rather to use Warikoo’s findings as a reference point for current 
student attitudes to gauge potential differences in perspectives. I used these findings to aid in 
development of the survey and interview questionnaires and interpretation of students’ 
perspectives. Warikoo’s study will be expanded upon in this study to explore the distribution of 
student attitudes in a new institutional and socio-political contextualized setting. 
Opposition to Affirmative Action 
According to a public opinion study conducted in 2000, there are three current 
hypotheses for why people oppose affirmative action: the racial hypothesis, the principled 
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objections hypothesis, and the group position and perceived threat hypothesis (Sears, et. al, 2000, 
Bobo & Kuegel, 1993). The racial hypothesis posits that people disagree with providing special 
treatment to people who are perceived as lazy and not self-reliant. This is racially motivated 
because it is directly tied to stereotypes about people of color, specifically black people. This 
hypothesis is similar to the principled objection hypothesis, which posits that people believe 
race-based policies are contrary to the goal of equality set by American society and therefore 
ideologically oppose affirmative action. The group position and perceived threat hypothesis 
states that white people perceive black people as competitive threats for social resources, status, 
and privilege (Sears, et. al, 2000). Researchers are still unsure which hypothesis is the most 
prevalent among people who oppose affirmative action, but these hypotheses are strongly 
correlated with the racial frames identified by other researchers, suggesting each of them have 
merit (Sears, et. al, 2000; Samson, 2013, Warikoo, 2016).  
In a 1992 study on negative effects of affirmative action, participants were asked four 
questions about their opinion on affirmative action as well as other demographic and ideological 
related questions (​Sears, D. O., Sidanius, J., & Bobo, L, 2000)​. The researchers examined 
people’s perceptions about the consequences of affirmative action and their racial identity, age, 
education, gender, income, political ideology and racial attitudes including stereotypes, 
perceived threat, and symbolic racism. They found that Blacks tended to support affirmative 
action at higher rates than white or Latin(x) respondents. Furthermore, while political ideology 
and racial attitudes seemed to have significant influence on affirmative action opinions, racial 
identity remained the most significant factor.  
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Stereotypes and Metastereotypes 
The study of the sensation of feeling both one’s self-perception and the perception of 
others has been operationalized in the form of metastereotypes. ​Metastereotypes are stereotypes 
of stereotypes. They can most easily be conceptualized as the stereotypes group one holds about 
the stereotypes group two holds of group one (​Sigelman & Tuch, 1997; ​Torres & Charles, 2004) ​. 
For example, Black metastereotypes are stereotypes blacks hold of white stereotypes about 
blacks, such as the metastereotype that most White people think black people are lazy. This is a 
metastereotype that blacks may have about whites. This is an acknowledgement and an attempt 
to understand the double-consciousness blacks feel. Furthermore, metastereotypes can provide 
insight to which identities, such as “Black” and “meritorious”, individuals are experiencing 
discomfort reconciling as a result of double-consciousness. The​ concept of double-consciousness 
first appeared in ​“The Souls of Black Folk” ​by W.E.B. DuBois, describing the awareness Black 
people experience, viewing themselves through their own eyes as well as the eyes of white 
people (DuBois, 1903).  
At least two studies on metastereotypes within the last twenty years have indicated that 
Black metastereotypes of white opinions strongly correlate with actual white opinions. The first 
was a national public opinion survey published in 1997 (​Sigelman & Tuch, 1997​) and the second 
was an analysis of metastereotypes held by college students at the University of Pennsylvania 
collected between Fall 2000 and Spring 2003 (​Torres & Charles, 2004).  
The public opinion analysis compared personal opinions of white respondents with 
metastereotypes of Black respondents. The study found that overall metastereotypes of Blacks 
about the stereotypes/opinions of Whites was “largely accurate” across five stereotype categories 
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(Sigelman & Tuch, 1997). The study done at the University of Pennsylvania took a more indirect 
approach, gathering information from a snowball sample of fifty-five black and fifty-five white 
student participants. The researchers asked the Black participants to answer an open-ended 
question about the most common stereotypes Whites hold about Blacks. The researchers then 
used the most common responses listed to generate two surveys, one specific to white student 
opinions at the university and one asking white students to evaluate if they perceive that “most 
White Americans” endorse a specific stereotype (Torres & Charles, 2004). The results showed 
that Black student metastereotypes about most White Americans were more accurate than Black 
student metastereotypes about their White student peers. The Torres and Charles findings show 
the difference between perceptions of race relations on a local campus vs on a national level. 
This is particularly relevant to this study because it is possible college-student opinions will vary 
from the national public opinion given their level of education and experience as college students 
during this changing social and political time.  
The metastereotypes blacks hold of whites’ stereotypes about blacks is the primary focus 
of metastereotype research, however, according to Warikoo, whites also experience anxiety 
related to metastereotypes. Whites experience “white stereotype threat” or the fear that they, as 
white people, will live up to the stereotype that whites are racist (Warikoo, 2016). This is a 
significant fear especially for liberal whites because there is a social standard of moral worth tied 
to being perceived as not racist. White stereotype threat is of particular interest to this study 
because of the recent protests involving white supremacist groups. This means that white 
students may be experiencing increased white stereotype threat related to not wanting to be 
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associated with white supremacist groups and are therefore struggling to express their opinions 
on race.  
Given the complexity of race as a research topic, this literature provides a starting point 
for contextualizing and understanding how college students think about race, meritocracy, and 
diversity today. This study utilizes previous strategies used to collect and analyze data on college 
student opinions on racialized topics and works to develop a narrative around the formation of 
current college student opinions. This study builds on the previous literature by continuing to 
explore how current college students manage concepts of race, meritocracy, and diversity during 
a period of renewed race-consciousness as well as in a new setting within higher education, in a 
public, Southern university. By attempting to maintain methodological continuity, this study 
allows researchers to assess the significance of this period given that changes in social 
consciousness are usually slow to take root. Furthermore, the findings of this study on student 
opinions about affirmative action will allow for predictions about ​other government policies and 
implications for future racialized decision-making (Samson, 2013).  
 
Data and Methods  
Research Design 
To understand whether the increase in prevalence of racialized language in politics and 
media is influencing the process of racial understanding for all students, this study utilized a 
two-part process for data collection, which took place over the course of four months, November 
2017 to February 2018. ​Due to the sensitive nature of the study subject, the study utilized both 
quantitative survey data and qualitative interview data to understand student perspectives on 
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race, meritocracy, and diversity. ​This design was chosen for its cost effectiveness and time 
efficiency, as well as its ability to allow for data triangulation. By employing both quantitative 
and qualitative methodology, I was able to use two approaches to examine the same phenomena 
and therefore to further account for the accuracy and reliability of my findings. The quantitative 
data allowed for me to collect general information about student opinions and demographics that 
provided insight to the prevalence and patterns of student perspectives across campus. The 
interviews allowed me to explore trends in the survey data and look for how student rationale 
aligned with survey findings. Given that interviews began concurrently with survey collection, I 
was unable to ask the interview respondents about specific trends identified in the data. 
 ​The survey data was collected between November and December 2017. ​Students were 
recruited through social media platforms to take an opt-in, online survey. The survey was posted 
in four Southern University student class pages, one for each class year. The enrollment of these 
pages ranged from 3,100 students in the 2018 page to 9,500 in the 2020 page. In total, these 
pages reached approximately 25,000 students. In order to account for non-enrolled or 
non-undergraduate students, participants were required to indicate if they were currently enrolled 
as an undergraduate student at Southern University before they could gain access to the rest of 
the survey. An incentive of entry into a lottery for a $50 VISA gift card was offered to encourage 
student participation. As a requirement for lottery entry, students were asked to provide a 
university email, providing further proof they were members of the Southern University 
undergraduate student body. The survey collected information regarding racial or ethnic 
self-identification, gender identification, age, major, parental education, and political affiliation. 
The survey subject content questions were divided into four broad categories: affirmative action, 
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metastereotypes, stereotypes, and current events. The majority of the questions in the survey 
were adapted from Warikoo’s study with supplemental questions from research by Torres and 
Charles (2004) and Sears, Sidanius, & Bobo (2000). Examples of these questions can be found in 
the Variables and Measurement section.  
Of the 792 surveys collected, 468 surveys were included in this analysis.  Respondents 
were excluded from the sample if they were not Southern University undergraduate students, not 
in the United States (as indicated by location tag) and not in a university-sponsored study abroad 
location, under 18, or did not complete the survey; over 300 responses were dropped for this 
reason.  
Given the formula: 
Sample size = Z ​2​ (p) (1-p)/ c​2 
384 = (1.96​2​) (0.5) (1- 0.5) / (.05 ​2​) 
Where z stands for z value, p stands for percent likelihood of a choice being selected, and c 
stands for confidence interval. This study required a sample size of 384 in order to have a 95% 
confidence level with a 5% confidence interval. Given that this study utilized a slightly larger 
sample, the actual confidence interval, or margin of error is 4.47%. 
The interviews were conducted between December 2017 and January 2018. ​Students 
were incentivized to participate in a one-on-one interview to gain more insight into concept 
management. Interviewees were compensated with a $10 Amazon gift card for their time. The 
initial goal was to interview twenty students, but only sixteen interviews were conducted. 
Interviewees were asked questions such as: Do you think that college admissions should consider 
racial or ethnic background when deciding whether to admit students to [SU]? (if yes) Why?, 
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How has diversity influenced your college experience? How have events at [SU] shaped your 
views on multiculturalism and diversity? These questions were adapted from Warikoo’s study, 
given the tested validity of the questions. The interview took between thirty minutes to an hour. 
The Gillian T. Cell Senior Thesis Research Award covered the cost of participant 
incentives and interview transcription ​.  
Procedure 
I began my analysis process by using a factor analysis to identify meaningful patterns in 
responses relating to heuristics or thought-processes on race, meritocracy, and diversity. The 
factor analysis included all of the non-demographic questions in order to visualize groupings of 
student opinions; factor results were limited to results that had an absolute correlation of 0.5 or 
higher.  The factor analysis returned four factors, two of which were useful for grouping student 
opinions. Factors three and four account for only 0.12 of the variance proportion together, 
meaning they do not show a meaningful pattern of responses. Factors one and two however, 
provided interesting insight to how students think about race, meritocracy and diversity. Frame 
two was made up of four variables: agreement that diversity has created problems for the 
university, agreement that most Black/African Americans are loud and disruptive, agreement that 
most Black/African Americans are not deserving because they are lazy and do not work hard, 
and agreement that most Black/African Americans are less intelligent than their white 
counterparts. All four variables had positive relationships with one another and had above a 0.5 
correlation. Factor two identified patterns of negative racial stereotypes amongst respondents and 
was later used to develop the “stereotype” control variable in the logistic regression. Factor 1 
was made up of seventeen variables with the following themes: support for political correctness, 
 
26 
support for affirmative action, opinion on effects of affirmative action, belief in continued effects 
of historical inequality, and opinion on President Trump and Black Lives Matter. While factor 1 
did not separate out patterns as clearly as factor 2, it was still helpful in identifying categories of 
common response for students and selecting control variables for the logistic regression as well 
as considering themes in the qualitative analysis. Due to the limited factors returned in the factor 
analysis, I decided not to prioritize racial frame categories in my quantitative analysis. Instead, I 
chose to focus on accurately describing patterns in student attitudes without forcing them into 
pre-defined categories. Furthermore, do to the complex reasoning behind most racial frames, it 
was difficult to account for student understanding in all of the survey questions, increasing the 
difficulty of categorization and leaving too much room for potential error in interpretation of 
findings.  
Next, I performed multiple cross tabulations between demographic and all 
subject-content questions to gain a better understanding of the results. Next, I decided on a 
smaller set of demographic and subject-content questions to focus my logistic regression 
analysis. This decision was made off of demographic variables, which did not show much 
variance across content areas such as religion or participation in Greek life, as well as correlation 
tables which helped me to limit content questions which were too similar in nature.  
 From this point I ran multiple logistic regressions, with support for affirmative action as 
the dependent variable and to account for the effect of the individual measures rather than just 
broad factors, a limitation of the factor analysis approach. I modeled my final logistic regression 
models after the models used by Bobo in his study of 1992 public opinion data on the effects of 
affirmative action, controlling for the effects of race, social background, ideology and values and 
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racial attitudes which included stereotypes and perceived threat measures. I also decided to 
include a proxy variable for belief in new racism, which was coded as agreement with the 
statement “Most Black/African Americans are still coping with the effects of historical 
inequalities”. While this response does not indicate full understanding of the concept new 
racism, it does indicate that students understand the effects of historical oppression are not over. 
This understanding is important for this project because it aligns with the power analysis frame 
and the corrective justice rationale for affirmative action.  
Analysis of the interviews focused on coding for response patterns. In total, 224 codes 
were created to analyze patterns of interview responses. These codes identified individual 
questions and common responses to those questions as well as identifying language associated 
with the four racial frames: colorblindness, culture of poverty, diversity, and power analysis. I 
then grouped responses based on these frames. Given the timing for this project, the qualitative 
coding and quantitative analysis happened simultaneously. However, it was still possible for 
each to inform analysis of the other. Using the qualitative codes, I compared responses to similar 
questions between the survey and interviews and looked for potential explanations of student 
attitudes in survey responses. While the results section does not discuss racial frame groupings 
due to the shift in focus of the project, Warikoo’s racial frames provided a basis of organization 
for the interview responses that proved helpful when finalizing my conclusions from the study.  
Participants 
The survey respondents had a mean age of 20 with a range of 18 to 25 (See Table 1). 
61.7% of the respondents were White and 64% were female, similar to the demographics of 
Southern University. The number of respondents for each class year is approximately 100, 
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although there are more seniors who responded than other class distinctions. The majority of 
responded identified as liberal (46 percent), 21 percent identified as conservative and another 21 
percent identified as socially liberal and fiscally conservative. The majority of respondents did 
not receive any financial aid to attend the university, indicating that their family income is above 
the threshold for need-based aid and they did not need to take out a loan to pay for their 
education.  
Table 1. Description of Survey Respondents 
  Frequency  Percent  
White  287  62 
Black/African American  36  8 
Asian  55  12 
Hispanic/Latin(x)  22  5 
Other   16  3 
Biracial or Multiracial  37  8 
Prefer not to respond  2  > 1 
Female  301  64 
Male  135  29 
Self-identify  3  > 1 
Prefer not to respond/jokesters  26  6 
2021  100  (18.4 years old)  22 
2020  130 (19.4 years old)  28 
2019  92 (20.5 years old)  20 
2018  143 (21.7 years old)  31 
Liberal  216  46 
Conservative  99  21 
Socially Liberal, Fiscally 
Conservative 
99  21 
Unaffiliated  16  3 
Other  17  4 
Prefer not to respond  20  4 
No financial aid  222  48 
Loan/scholarship   158  34 
Need-based aid  85  18 
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Variables and Measurement 
The variable of interest for this study is support for affirmative action among current 
college student. This is examined in relationship to multiple independent variables because there 
are multiple potential influences on student attitudes. The independent variables or variable 
categories that were examined during this study include demographic variables such as diversity 
of friendships and involvements, undergraduate major, and relation to the current social 
environment. The specific aspects of the social environment that are examined are the Trump 
campaign and administration and the Black Lives Matter movement. 
Given the complex nature of “opinions on race, meritocracy and diversity”, I chose to 
focus my analysis on one dependent variable, support for affirmative action (“Do you support the 
use of Affirmative Action”). I selected the affirmative action variable because support of 
affirmative action policy requires the acknowledgement of either the need for corrective justice 
or the benefits of a diverse environment on the learning process. While this does not identify one 
specific racial frame, it acts as an indicator for understanding race in institutional settings. While 
this variable does not provide a rationale for student responses, it acts as a marker for gauging 
how students think about race, meritocracy, and diversity.  
The controls used during the logistic regression analysis portion of this study include: 
race/ethnic identity, political affiliation, social background, racial attitudes including stereotypes, 
and perceived threat, as well as acknowledgement of the continuing impact of historical 
inequalities. Other variables explored during the analysis process, not included in the logistic 
regression are also included below. 
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Gender Self-Identification  
Participants were asked to select between “Male”, “Female” and a write-in “Self 
Identify” option. Many participants did not use the “self-identify” section appropriately, because 
they wrote in non-gender identity responses. Fifteen respondents chose not to identify their 
gender at all and eleven wrote in comments such as “Attack Helicopter” or “Hitler”. These 
responses were recoded as “Prefer not to respond” and “Jokesters”, respectively. I decided to 
keep these eleven “jokesters” because their ideology throughout the rest of the survey remained 
consistent, suggesting that while these respondents did not take the self-identify option seriously, 
they could have responded honestly to the rest of the survey.  
Race 
Racial and ethnic categories were analyzed in two ways; the first method examined race 
according to respondent self-identification, allowing for as much variation as possible in 
categorization of racial/ethnic groups. For example, the initial response to the self-identify race 
question had thirty different responses identified by the multi-select tool and 18 other write-in 
identifiers. Due to this variation, not all identified racial categories had enough respondents to be 
statistically meaningful, and therefore I condensed categories. I created another race variable, 
which coded all respondents who identified two racial/ethnic categories as biracial and those 
who identified more than two as multiracial. This race variable included the following: White, 
Black/African American, American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian, Native Hawaiian or Asian 
Pacific Islander, Hispanic/Latin(x), Other, Biracial, Multiracial, Prefer not to Respond. I also 
created a third, even more condensed measure of race with three categories: White, Black, and 
Non-Black People of Color. While using this third measure for race lost some detail about racial 
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identification, given the prominence of the Black-White color line and the distribution of 
respondents, I chose to limit my focus to understanding the distribution of opinions along this 
color line. Controlling for race in certain relationship analyses allowed me to examine other 
variables that may be influencing students’ attitudes. Race was also examined as an independent 
variable given its documented influence on people’s attitudes on race.  
Socioeconomic Status  
Given the difficulty of determining socioeconomic status on a survey and the obscure 
nature of college student socioeconomic status, the original intent for this analysis was to use 
three proxy measures to create an index relating to socioeconomic status: parent education, 
financial aid, and family structure status. Due to statistical challenges from creating categories 
too small to be significant, these categories were instead examined individually. The proxy 
measure utilized most frequently was financial aid, which was broken down into three 
categories: receiving any need-based aid, receiving a loan and/or scholarship, receiving no 
financial aid. During logistic regression analysis, I chose to focus on the effect of only receiving 
need-based aid. Students had the option to select one of six options for parent/guardian education 
level: less than high school education, high school diploma or equivalent, technical degree, 
undergraduate degree from a college or university, a professional degree, a masters degree, a 
doctoral degree. These responses were then collapsed into four options: no higher education, 
technical degree, undergraduate degree, more than an undergraduate degree. Parent education for 
each respondent was then identified based on highest level of education achieved by one parent. 
Next, in order to account for students living in single parent or guardian households, I created a 
family structure variable, which counted the number of parents for whom students provided level 
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of education. Students who identified education for only one parent were identified as from a 
single parent household under the family structure variable. 
The goal of including a control for socioeconomic status is to account for differences in 
opinion related to variation in social standing in society. This is important because despite 
decreasing racial income gaps, socioeconomic status tends to be highly racialized resulting from 
historical inequality and thus has the potential to obscure the variance related to racialized 
experiences, making a control variable for both identity characteristics necessary. Alternatively, 
some opinions on meritocracy and race may be strongly correlated with socioeconomic status 
rather than race as evidenced by widening SES-based achievement gaps and narrowing 
Black-White achievement gaps. Therefore, SES is treated as an independent variable as well as a 
control variable in this study.  
Political Affiliation 
According to previous literature, political affiliation plays a strong role in influencing 
people’s opinion about affirmative action because the topic is highly politicized. Conservatives 
often are perceived to oppose affirmative action while liberals are perceived to support the 
policy. Given the general lack of knowledge about the history and use of affirmative action 
amongst Americans, it is likely that some college students will base their opinion of affirmative 
action on their political affiliation or political heuristics rather than considering the policy on its 
own. Students were asked to identify themselves as “Liberal”, “Conservative”, “Socially Liberal 
and Fiscally Conservative” or a write in “Other” category. After closing the survey, I recoded for 
additional categories indicated in the write in: Unaffiliated, Other, Prefer not to Respond.  
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Racial Attitudes 
My measure of racial attitudes included two categories: stereotypes and perceived threat. 
The stereotype index adds the number of negative stereotypes an individual respondent agrees 
with based on three questions: “Most Black/African Americans are loud and disruptive”, “Most 
Black/African Americans are not deserving because they are lazy and don’t work hard”, and 
“Most Black/African Americans are less intelligent than their white counterparts”. Higher scores 
indicate more stereotype usage. The perceived threat index is based on agreement with two 
statements: “Affirmative action for blacks is unfair to whites” and “Affirmative action for 
minorities may force employers to hire unqualified people”. This index is applied to all racial 
groups despite the typical application of group threat to white people in scenarios about racial 
policy. Both of these categories used questions from previous studies.  The stereotype questions 
are taken from the Torres and Charles study on metastereotypes (2004) and the perceived threat 
questions come from Sears, Sidanius & Bobo study on perceived effects of affirmative action 
(2000).  
Present Discrimination 
I measure how students think about impact of previous racism and discrimination  using 
the statement “Most Black/African Americans are still coping with the effects of historical 
inequalities”. Agreement with this statement indicates that students have an understanding of 
continued racial disparities resulting from historical oppression. The goal of this question is to 
understand if students believe racial discrimination occurs and has lingering effects in current 
society. This question was taken from the Torres and Charles (2004) study on metastereotypes.  
Self-Perceived Racial Awareness  
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Self-perceived racial awareness was measured using two questions asking students how 
“aware are you of race relations in the US?”, one referring to their present awareness and one 
referring to their awareness when they began college. This measure aims to understand the 
impact of the college experience on awareness of race relations as well as to identify how or if 
changing awareness may impact support for affirmative action. 
 
Results 
 The results of this study explore the intricate nature of how students manage the 
concepts of race, meritocracy, and diversity through the lens of affirmative action by examining 
the influence of multiple factors on student support for affirmative action. This section pairs 
quantitative results with qualitative analysis of interviews to help explain the results and 
understand the nuance of student opinions. In this section, I explore the influence of race/ethnic 
identity, political affiliation and the current social and political context on opinions on 
affirmative action, stereotypes about African Americans, and opinions about the effects of 
historical inequality.  
Race/Ethnicity and Political Affiliation  
Two of the most important identity characteristics in understanding how students think 
about race, meritocracy, and diversity are race and political affiliation. 20 percent of all survey 
respondents identified racial or ethnic identity as their most prominent identity characteristic, 
second only to gender, suggesting that while opinions are contextualized within a person’s 
intersectional experience, race is potentially more influential for these students. 64 percent of 
these students identified as non-white.  
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10 percent of all survey respondents indicated their political affiliation was their primary 
identifying characteristic. These students were evenly split according to gender and white and 
non-white students. 50 percent of these students were partly or entirely politically affiliated with 
conservatism. Survey findings show that 46 percent of students consider themselves “Liberal”, 
21 percent consider themselves “Conservative”, 21 percent consider themselves “Socially 
Liberal, Fiscally Conservative”, 4 percent are “Unaffiliated”, and the remaining 8 percent is split 
between those who classify themselves as “Other” or “Prefer not to Respond” (See Table 2 
below). While Southern University reflects the trends in higher education with a higher 
percentage of liberal students, 42 percent of students consider all or part of their views to be 
conservative, perhaps reflecting the influence of the historically conservative South. 
The distribution of political affiliation by racial/ethnic group shows that White students 
identify as liberal at a higher rate than Black or Other POC respondents, 50 percent compared to 
44 percent and 39 percent, respectively (See Table 2). This is surprising given that nationally, 
Black voters tend to have the highest democratic affiliation at 80 percent, according to the Pew 
Research Center (​Drake & Pew Research Center, 2014)​. 
Table 2. Frequency Table of Political Affiliation by Race 
  All  White  Black  Other POC 
Liberal  214 (46%)  143 (50%)  16 (44%)  55 (39%) 
Conservative  99 (21%)  60 (21%)  7 (19%)  32 (23%) 
Socially Liberal, 
Fiscally 
Conservative 
99 (21%)  62 (22%)  6 (17%)  31 (22%) 
Unaffiliated  16 (3%)  6 (2%)  1 (3%)  9 (6%) 
Other  17 (4%)  9 (3%)  2 (6%)  6 (4%) 
Prefer not to 
Respond 
20 (5%)  7 (2%)  4 (11%)  9 (6%) 
  465 (100%)  287 (100%)  36 (100%)  142 (100%) 
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Opinions on Affirmative Action 
The survey included five questions on affirmative action. Table 3 shows the percentage of 
respondents by group who agreed with the statements on affirmative action for four of these 
questions. The first question asks if students “support the use of affirmative action policies” to 
which 44 percent responded affirmatively, less than 20 percent were undecided and slightly less 
than 40 percent of respondents do not support affirmative action. The next questions explore 
personal experiences related to affirmative action policy. These questions ask if students believe 
they have been helped or harmed by affirmative action. 10 percent of students think they have 
been helped and 36 percent believe they have been harmed by affirmative action in some way. 
Only 10 percent of students believe they have been helped by affirmative action but 44 percent 
support the policy, suggesting that the majority of people who support affirmative action do not 
believe they have personally benefited from the use of the policy and support it for alternative 
reasons. 
 Table 3. Frequency table of Survey Respondents who “Yes”/“Agree” with these Attitudes on 
Affirmative Action 
  “Do you 
support the use 
of affirmative 
action 
policies?” 
 
“Do you feel you 
have been personally 
helped by 
affirmative action?” 
“Do you feel you 
have been 
personally harmed 
by affirmative 
action?” 
 
“Affirmative 
Action for blacks 
is unfair to 
whites” 
 
 
 
N=465
Male  39 (29%)  11 (8%)  67 (50%)  85 (63%)  135 
Female  161 (53%)  36 (12%)  58 (19%)  94 (31%)  301 
White  135 (47%)  24 (8%)  63 (22%)  116 (40%)  287 
Black  15 (42%)  5 (13%)  16 (44%)  16 (50%)  36 
Other POC  55 (39%)  19 (13%)  67 (47%)  69 (49%)  142 
Liberal  156 (72%)  31 (14%)  21 (10%)  26 (12%)  214 
Conservative  9 (9%)  6 (6%)  54 (55%)  87 (88%)  99 
Total  205 (44%)  48 (10%)  146 (31%)  203 (44%)   
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Additional analysis, not included in the table, shows that people who believe they have 
been hurt by affirmative action are less likely to support it. Over 90 percent of those who believe 
they have been harmed by affirmative action are either unsure or do not support the policy. The 
final survey measure for opinions on affirmative action is the 7-item Likert scale response 
ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree to the question, “To what extent do you agree 
with the following statement: affirmative action for blacks is unfair to whites”. 44 percent of the 
survey respondents agreed with this statement at some level (“somewhat agree”, “agree” or 
“strongly agree”). The relationship between students who support affirmative action and those 
who believe affirmative action for blacks is unfair to whites has a strong negative correlation, 
0.7. These findings reflect consistency in student ideology relating to adherence to concepts of 
justice and equality; students who view the policy as “unfair” are less likely to support it.  
My initial predictions about the results of the survey prioritized student political 
affiliation as one of the most significant factors related to how students think about race, 
meritocracy, and diversity given the literature on student tendencies to identify as liberal and to 
believe in concepts of equality (Warikoo, 2016). The survey data show that 73% of the 
respondents who identified as liberal support affirmative action, while only 9% of respondents 
who identified as conservative did the same. Alternatively, 55% of conservatives agree that that 
they have been harmed by affirmative action and 88% believe that affirmative action is unfair to 
whites. 10% of liberals believe that have been harmed by affirmative action and 12% believe 
affirmative action is unfair to whites. The stark differences between the two primary political 
affiliation categories encouraged continued attention to the role of political affiliation throughout 
the analysis. 
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Another important influence on student opinions on affirmative action is race. While 
there is a difference in support for affirmative action between white students and students of 
color, the difference is not statistically meaningful. White students are less likely to perceive the 
policy as having personally helped them (8%) while students of color have a slightly higher 
affirmative response (14%).This is notable given the fact that race/ethnic identity has been 
previously treated as one of the most influential factors on opinions about affirmative action 
(Sears, D. O., Sidanius, J., & Bobo, L., 2000).​ ​ Furthermore, in the current study, Black students 
and other students of color are much more likely to agree that they have been hurt by affirmative 
action (44%, 47%) than white students (22%).  
The differences between racial groups about perceived benefits and harms of affirmative 
action, as shown in Table 3, suggest nuance in the interpretations of the effects of the policy. In 
interviews, several students, both white and students of color, spoke to the benefit of the policy 
as a tool for avoiding discrimination and promoting equal opportunity in admissions, although 
few respondents indicated having been personally helped by the policy, only 10% overall. It is 
important to consider that not all students may interpret the question in the same way. I suspect 
that some of the interviewees interpreted “helped” to mean given preferential treatment or been 
accepted into a highly competitive position because of a minority identity characteristic. ​One 
White, female respondent when asked if she had ever been helped by affirmative action, voiced 
this perspective.  
Carly (White, female): Well… like personally… I don't know… I don't really know of like 
affirmative action group rules. I guess that would specifically be helping Caucasians because I 
feel like they are really for minorities. Right? 
Arney: This is totally your opinion. 
Carly: I feel like they are put in place to like help support minorities and Caucasians are not a 
minority so, no, I don't know. 
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Carly implies that White people cannot benefit from affirmative action because it is 
“really for minorities”. Alternatively,​ one white male student’s perspective on how affirmative 
action has benefitted him indicates there are multiple understandings of what it means “to be 
helped” by the policy.  
Arney: Do you think you've ever been helped by affirmative action? 
Robert (White, male): ... Um I have not been helped in the sense that I have been allowed into a 
university because of, uh, an identity that I have given myself or have been given by others. I 
have been helped by affirmative action in that ... students on campus who would have otherwise 
not have been here ... assuming affirmative action is used on campus...  I've been helped in that I 
have been exposed to viewpoints that are not those typically held of someone from certain 
counties in the eastern part of North Carolina. 
 
Robert indicates that exposure to new ideas, likely resulting from affirmative action as a method 
of promoting diversity, has benefitted his experience on campus. This perspective mirrors the 
“diversity rationale” that has become the popular argument for why affirmative action is 
necessary in higher education (Katznelson, 2006; Warikoo, 2016). Some students of color who I 
interviewed also maintained the “diversity rationale” when considering if they have been helped 
by affirmative action. 
Arney: Um. Do you think you've ever been helped by affirmative action? 
Anna (Hispanic/Latino, female): Yes. [laughs] Definitely. I think it has helped me with college by 
identifying as Hispanic, Latino and also just in general being a woman. Um, I feel like both of 
those help me be able to secure a spot on campus that might otherwise be placed by somebody 
who was white or a male since white men have always traditionally had power in different 
places. And especially with my high school ... I actually had to apply, it was very similar to 
applying to college, just like a scaled back version. Um and when I was entering there only four 
spots that were open for me to get into it compared to a lot of other applicants. So I don't really 
think it was that much of a coincidence that I got in by identifying as somebody who's 
Hispanic/Latino because I feel like I was there to sort of try and bring diversity into that campus. 
 
Anna says she benefits from affirmative action because her racial/ethnic identity helped her 
“secure a spot on campus” as it brings diversity to the campus. While she emphasizes the 
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purpose of maintaining racial/ethnic diversity in educational settings rather than being exposed to 
new ideas as Robert mentions, both attitudes reflect the belief the primary reason for having 
racial/ethnic diversity in higher education is to expose students to people who are different from 
them rather than to maintain demographics representative of the population or for corrective 
justice. 
The different interpretation about the benefits of affirmative action also applies to 
interpretations of harms of affirmative action. The survey results show that 22% of White 
respondents believe they have been harmed by affirmative action while 44% of Black 
respondents and 47% of non-black students of color believe they have been harmed by 
affirmative action. White dissatisfaction with racialized policies is a well-documented 
phenomena, as expressed by one White, male student during his interview. 
Arney: Do you support the use of affirmative action policies? 
Duncan (White, male): ... In recent years we have been implementing more strong affirmative 
action policies that have proven themselves to be reverse discriminatory in preferencing certain 
underrepresented groups in the job market at the expense of those who have been -- been 
innocent in the wrong-doings of their ancestors... And so to say that a certain group is to be 
compensated, would not be asinine certainly, but what I feel as though we have to focus on more 
is the extent to which this compensation is implemented and it raises such questions such that 
just to what extent is this compensation um deserved and to whom should this be offered and at 
the expensive of whomever.  
 
Duncan expresses his belief that racialized policies are unfair to groups that are blamed for the 
oppression of others, typically White people, given the “innocence” of the current generation. 
Duncan also notes that he has experienced harm as a result of affirmative action: 
Duncan (White, male): “... I would bet any sum of money that ... my rejections to certain 
universities were not necessarily based on a total meritocracy and rather [admissions gave] 
preference to those who are equally as qualified but do identify as part of certain groups that 
were oppressed more in past decades.”  
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Duncan’s interpretation of “harm” provides one well-documented explanation for the high 
percent of white students who believe affirmative action for blacks is unfair to whites. Duncan 
was the only white student I interviewed who believed he was harmed by affirmative action, but 
it is likely that this rationale is not entirely unique amongst survey respondents. Furthermore, it is 
important to note here that Duncan acknowledges preferences were given to students who are 
“equally as qualified” but identify as a historically oppressed group. This is significant because 
one common assumption about affirmative action is that it gives priority to minorities in 
admission or workplace settings regardless of qualification. In fact, 54% of survey respondents 
indicated they agreed with the statement: “Affirmative action for minorities may force employers 
to hire unqualified people”.  That the majority of survey respondents believe affirmative action 
favors unqualified over more qualified candidates whereas some interviewees believe that 
affirmative action favors equally qualified minority candidates also indicates the interpretation of 
“harm” resulting from affirmative action may not be the same for all students.  
In contrast to the relatively small percent of white students who believe they experienced 
harm from affirmative action, the majority of people who feel they have been harmed by 
affirmative action are people of color; nearly half, 46 percent, of the students of color who 
participated in the survey feel they have been harmed by affirmative action in some way. This is 
surprising given that a common critique of affirmative action, reflected in Duncan’s statements 
above, is that the policy benefits minorities to the detriment of others.  Further break down of 
these results show that 43% of Black respondents and 53% of Asian respondents feel they have 
been harmed by affirmative action compared to 32% of Hispanic/Latinx respondents. The other 
minority groups were too small when separated to be considered statistically relevant for this 
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comparison. The high percentage of Asian students who indicated they have been harmed by 
affirmative action is not surprising given a recent lawsuit against the university in which one 
element of contention is the University’s treatment of Asian students in regards to affirmative 
action. One female, Asian student, Julie, put it well: 
Julie (Asian American, female): ​ ​... I think a lot of Asians ... think that affirmative action might 
negatively affect them because we are .... not an underrepresented minority and so sometimes 
that means that like ... your rate of being admitted to some schools will be lowered because we 
have such a high percentage of those people. 
 
One white, female student with an Asian partner echoed similar sentiments. 
Margaret (White, female): The only issue I have with it [affirmative action] is that it feels like 
they're taking sometimes from other minorities to help other minorities... My boyfriend is 
Chinese... and in his estimation they're more likely to take away jobs from the Asian Americans 
than they are from Caucasians. And if that's the case, which I can't say that it is, but if that's the 
case then it's not really actually helping anything. 
 
Both Julie and Margaret speak to a concern about the competition for admission between 
minority groups rather than competition within the applicant pool as a whole. These students 
believe that Asian students are being treated differently because they are seen as the “model 
minority” and therefore are limited in the admissions process due to stricter conditions of 
competition. This practice is seen as a violation of the principles of meritocracy and seems to be 
one of the prominent interpretations of “harm” for Asian students who feel they have been 
harmed by affirmative action. 
Likely due to the small number of Black interviewees, no Black interviewees indicated 
they have been harmed by affirmative action. However, one explanation for the high percentage 
of Black survey respondents who feel they have been harmed by affirmative action was voiced 
by a Latina interviewee, Susanna. ​“I guess some people view is it [affirmative action] as [an 
advantage] because I’ve been told that I only got into UNC because I’m Latina and that kind of 
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pissed me off.” ​  This comment suggests White peers are more likely to be suspicious of the 
credentials of minority students and question whether they belong at the University. Susanna was 
the only interviewee who mentioned having this interaction directly, but other students of color 
mentioned having heard similar stories about students at Southern University.  This is likely one 
reason why students of color say that they have been harmed by the policy. It is also likely that 
people who feel they have been harmed by affirmative action were more likely to participate in a 
survey asking for student opinions on race and affirmative action. However, the large number of 
POCs who believe they have been harmed by affirmative action calls attention to this seemingly 
counterintuitive point of view and encourages questions about the unintended consequences of 
the policy. 
The final question on affirmative action asks students to indicate the extent to which they 
agree that “affirmative action for blacks is unfair to whites”. 40 percent of white students agree 
with this statement, which is unsurprising given the documented usage of “reverse discrimination 
script” by White students in the literature surrounding affirmative action (Warikoo, 2016). The 
“reverse discrimination script” suggests that white students may use the concept of reverse 
discrimination regardless of whether they believe they have experienced it or not (Warikoo, 
2016). ​ However, I was surprised to find that 50 percent of Black and 49 percent of Non-Black 
respondents of color also agree “Affirmative action for Blacks is unfair to Whites”. A cross 
tabulation of the full Likert scale of responses reveals that 42% of Black respondents and 30% of 
Non-Black respondents of color “strongly agree” with this statement. There were no Black 
interviewees or interviewees of color who reported believing that affirmative action for blacks is 
unfair to whites. This may be because all of the people of color I interviewed supported 
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affirmative action. They believe the benefits of the policy outweigh the costs, or they do not 
believe it is unfair to white students. However, the almost paradoxical nature of the survey 
responses suggests there is complex reasoning behind the way students of color are balancing 
race, meritocracy, and diversity regarding affirmative action. 
Stereotype Management 
During survey development, “student held racial stereotypes” was identified as one of the 
constructs of interest. The questions utilized for this measure were adapted from a study on 
metastereotypes (Sigelman & Tuch, 1997). Although the questions were initially used to 
examine Blacks’ perceptions of Whites’ stereotypes of Blacks, this survey focuses on stereotypes 
rather than metastereotypes. Survey analysis of stereotypes were based on student responses to 
the question: “Do you agree with the following statements? Most Black/African Americans...”. 
This question included nine statements and students could select one of three options: agree, 
disagree, or unsure. The distribution of responses to all nine statements is included in Table 4. 
The responses are grouped according to question content.  
The first group of stereotype statements considered together examine student perspectives 
on behavior/innate characteristics of Blacks. This group is made up of three agree or disagree 
statements beginning with “Most Black/African Americans”: “... are loud and disruptive”, “... are 
not deserving because they are lazy and don’t work hard”, and “...are less intelligent than their 
white counterparts”. Overall, 26 percent of the survey respondents agreed most Blacks/African 
Americans are loud and disruptive, 15 percent believe they are not deserving, and 17 percent 
believe they are less intelligent than their white counterparts (See Table 3). These statements are 
most often interpreted as negative stereotypes and therefore give insight to implicit or explicit 
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bias against Blacks that students maintain. The racial distribution of responses to statements 
about negative stereotypes against Blacks was surprising. White students are statistically less 
likely to agree with these stereotypes than students of color. 22 percent of White students agree 
that most Black/African Americans are loud and disruptive while 31 percent of Blacks and 33 
percent of other POCs think the same. 12 percent of White students agree that most 
Black/African Americans are not deserving because they are lazy and do not work hard whereas 
25 percent of Black respondents and 19 percent of other POCs agree. Last, 14 percent of White 
students agree that most Black/African Americans are less intelligent than their white 
counterparts and 25 percent of Black respondents and 20 percent of other POCs also agree with 
this statement (Table 3). Across all three measures, Black students were the most likely to agree 
with negative stereotypes about most Black/African Americans. It is important to consider the 
small sample size for Black respondents, 36 participants, when interpreting these results. It is 
possible that the topic of the study was more appealing to individuals who have strong feelings 
about race, leading to a skewed representation of the population.  
 I was surprised by the higher percentage of Black students who indicated they believed 
most Black/African Americans are undeserving and less intelligent than their white counterparts, 
and therefore spent some time trying to validate the reliability of these responses. I did find that 
three students who held these beliefs were jokesters who indicated they did not take the survey 
seriously based on their responses to fill-in the blank questions. For example, “Egg Plant” and 
“Demi-equine transgirl” were two of the responses these respondents put in their gender 
self-identification response. Removing these responses reduced the percent of Black students 
who agree that most Black/African Americans are undeserving and less intelligent than their 
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white counterparts from 31 percent to 25 percent. While removing these reduced my Black 
respondent sample size from 39 to 36, I decided it was more important to focus on reliable 
responses rather than to consider data that does not reflect true student attitudes. Despite the clear 
bias in these responses, this point of view should not be ignored because it is feasible that 
pockets of student groups continue to hold these beliefs.  White stereotype threat may mitigate 
the percent of white students who admit to holding negative stereotypes about Blacks/African 
Americans, but the anonymity of the survey should reduce some of the bias this introduces.  
 The second area of interest includes four statements on student perceptions on housing 
segregation, discrimination in the workplace, racialized socioeconomic differences, and continued 
effects of historical inequality on African Americans. These statements capture perceptions about 
racialized differences in society rather than stereotypes about behavior or judgments about more 
“innate” qualities. According to the survey, the majority, 55 percent, of students think most 
Black/African Americans are not able to find housing anywhere they choose and 39 percent think 
most Black/African Americans are from urban and poor areas. 66 percent of students disagree that 
most Black/African Americans are hired at the same rates as other racial groups and 61 percent 
believe most Black/African Americans are still coping with historical inequities. 
I also examined these responses by race/ethnicity. Given the fact that people of color are 
more likely to think about racial differences due to their position as members of minority groups, 
I hypothesized the respondents who identify as people of color would have a more thorough 
understanding of current racial differences. I anticipated that a high percentage of black and 
other racial and ethnic minorities would disagree that “most Black/African Americans are hired 
at the same rates as other racial groups”, disagree that “most Black/African Americans can find 
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housing in any area they choose”, and agree that “Most Black/African Americans are still coping 
with historical inequities”. I did not have any predictions about outcomes to the statement “most 
Black/African Americans are from urban and poor areas” because while there are many black 
neighborhoods with high rates of poverty, the empirical truth about this statement is unclear for 
many. 46 percent of Black and 41 percent of Other POCs indicated they think most 
Black/African Americans are from urban and poor areas while 32 percent of White respondents 
think the same.  
Table 4. Stereotypes about Black/African Americans By Race 
Do you agree with the 
following statements: 
Most Black/African 
Americans: 
White  
N= 287 
Black  
N = 36 
Other POC 
 N= 142 
  Agree  Disagree  Agree  Disagree  Agree  Disagree 
“...are from urban and 
poor areas.” 
32%  46%  46%  33%  41%  27% 
“...are hired at the same 
rates as other racial 
groups.” 
14%  66%  18%  67%  14%  66% 
“...are able to find 
housing in any area 
they choose.” 
27%  57%  19%  61%  27%  51% 
“...are loud and 
disruptive” 
22%  72%  31%  56%  33%  53% 
“...are not deserving 
because they are lazy 
and don’t work hard” 
12%  82%  25%  61%  19%  63% 
“...are valuable assets 
to any work 
environment” 
68%  17%  39%  36%  49%  20% 
“...are still coping with 
historical inequities.” 
69%  26%  44%  44%  48%  38% 
“...are less intelligent 
than their white 
counterparts” 
14%  82%  25%  56%  20%  63% 
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White students may have experienced white stereotype threat when answering this question 
because the statement asks students to assess a truth about Black/African American people as a 
group rather than the interaction of this racial group with an institution or system, as with the 
other questions. This means the question reflects opinions about the group instead of beliefs 
about society.  
The racial distribution of responses to “most Black/African Americans are hired at the 
same rates as other racial groups” is fairly similar across the three racial categories with the 
majority of students, 66 percent, disagreeing with this statement. The racial distribution 
regarding beliefs about access to housing is also similar across groups, having no statistically 
significant differences. However, responses to the last statement, “most Black/African 
Americans are still coping with historical inequities” does have statistically significant variation 
by race. More white students think most Black/African Americans are coping with the effects of 
historical inequities than blacks or other students of color, 69 percent, 44 percent, 48 percent, 
respectively. This is interesting because there is likely a degree of personal experience that 
influences how Black students respond to this question. This response is likely similar to the 
potential personal bias introduced during the urban housing background question because both 
indicate that black respondents are more likely to believe the stereotypes. This suggests that this 
is either because these respondents were not from poor or urban areas or that they were from 
privileged families and therefore believe historic inequities are a thing of the past. Therefore, this 
question has potentially interesting implications for how students of color perceive their minority 
peers who do not achieve their same level of success. 
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The distribution of political affiliation is also widely polarized, although in less surprising 
ways (see Table 5). Liberal students disagree with behavioral stereotypes at nearly 90 percent or 
above while conservative students are more likely to be split in agreement. One of the most 
surprising results of this category was that 93% of liberals disagree that most Black/African 
Americans are less intelligent than their white counterparts whereas 43% of conservatives agree 
with this statement. Just as with the racial distribution, agreement with this statement seems to 
indicate overtly racist views. However, the group of questions regarding racial disparities 
provides insight for why political affiliation may be so polarized on these questions. Liberal 
students are more likely to disagree that most Black/African Americans are hired at the same 
rates as other racial groups (78%) as well as to disagree that they are able to find housing 
anywhere they choose (76%). This is compared to conservatives, 51 percent of whom disagree 
that most Blacks/African Americans are hired at the same rates as other groups but 54 percent of 
whom agree that most Blacks/African Americans can find housing anywhere they choose.  
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Table 5. Stereotype about Black/African Americans By Political Affiliation 
Do you agree with the 
following statements? 
Most Black/African 
Americans”:  
Liberal 
N= 214 
Conservative 
N= 99 
Socially Liberal, 
Fiscally Conservative 
N= 99 
  Agree  Disagree  Agree  Disagree  Agree  Disagree 
“...are from urban and 
poor areas.” 
23%  49%  54%  27%  37%  39% 
“...are hired at the same 
rates as other racial 
groups.” 
6%  78%  29%  51%  19%  52% 
“...are able to find 
housing in any area 
they choose.” 
10%  76%  54%  29%  33%  44% 
“...are loud and 
disruptive” 
7%  88%  56%  31%  32%  58% 
“...are not deserving 
because they are lazy 
and don’t work hard” 
4%  94%  40%  46%  10%  78% 
“...are valuable assets 
to any work 
environment” 
79%  8%  29%  44%  58%  18% 
“...are still coping with 
historical inequities.” 
86%  9%  22%  66%  51%  39% 
“...are less intelligent 
than their white 
counterparts” 
4%  93%  43%  45%  15%  73% 
 
The most interesting question in this category however is the question about continued 
effects of historical inequities. 86 percent of liberals believe most Black/African Americans are 
still coping with the effects of historical inequities, while only 22 percent of conservatives 
believe the same. One conservative, male student voiced his perception about continued effects 
of historical inequities: 
Duncan (White, male): ... One of the cancers especially of a lot of leftist politics is that viewing 
people as a collective and bestowing, especially on at the university level ... this victimhood 
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mentality in the sense that it doesn't promote a sense of personal responsibility and being a good 
person and it sort of provides the easy, the easy way out is to play is to deem yourself a victim of 
systematic oppression a lot of which has proven itself to not actually exist...  
 
Arney: At SU 15.6% of students are black (8.1%) or Latinx (7.5%), but about 31.1% (13.3% 
Black/AFAM, 17.8% Hispanic/Latino) of the United States population and 31.4% of North 
Carolina (22.2% Black/AFAM, 9.2% Latinx/Hispanic) is black or Latino. How do you explain 
this difference? 
Duncan: I would definitely argue that it's more so a result of personal responsibility and the 
individual choices that people make and a way that's become a very controversial and politically 
incorrect notion to assert but I would definitely argue that like 95% of the reason why an 
individual is where they are by the time that they are. What was the statistics that you gave? It's 
part of the, um, the demographic of the university itself?  Yeah, but um that by the time you are 
of age to be eligible for the job market, that is based in a vast majority of the sense based on 
individual responsibility and the choices that people make to get to that point.... Um... what I 
think a lot of people have come to sort of disregard is that the notion of the circumstances of 
one's birth are far more irrelevant than people should come to realize. And it's that what you do 
with the gift of life that determines who you are as a person and where you end up in this country 
because the greatest thing about it is that nobody cares. Like, very few, if anybody actually cares 
enough about you to prevent you from being as successful as you are. 99.99% of people want to 
see you succeed and will side with you if you are a halfway decent person. 
 
By excluding the impact of historical oppression as an explanation for racial disparities, the 
alternative rationales become more limited and correlate with judgments about the intelligence or 
effort of Black/African Americans as a collective. This means that conservatives who do not 
believe in the continued effects of historical inequities may view racial disparities in 
achievement as a lack of personal effort or poor choices.  
Current Events 
 
Part of the motivation for this study was to understand how students thought about race, 
meritocracy, and diversity within the current social and political context. Given the increasing 
polarity in politics over time and a renewed focus on race relations beginning with the election of 
President Obama through the rise of Black Lives Matter and increasing with the Trump 
campaign and administration, student opinions on the president and BLM could indicate the 
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significance of these influences on perspectives. The survey asked two multi-part questions, one 
set about President Trump and the other set about Black Lives Matter. These questions asked 
students to select an option on 7-item Likert scale from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree”. 
These questions cover a range of topics from support to increased awareness and consciousness 
during the relevant period. Overall, the results of the survey confirm my hypothesis that students 
not only believe they have talked about race more but that their awareness of race has increased. 
While there are some variations by demographics, the majority of students in each 
demographic agree with these statements (see Table 6). Although this type of self-reported data 
cannot be relied upon to draw empirical conclusions about the difference between current 
students and students who graduated prior to 2014 or measure student awareness, it is interesting 
to consider that students believe their awareness has changed during this time. James points out 
the potential significance of the current context for his college career. 
James (White, male):   ... I think being in college right now, like Donald Trump, administration 
is a really good thing because it's really causing people to be more aware of it... 
Arney:   Be more aware of what? 
James:   Be more aware of like social issues and social justice and minority issues. 
 
James suggests that the conversations instigated by President Trump’s administration is 
encouraging conversations about race and social justice in a productive way.  
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Table 6. Frequency table of opinions on current events by race and political affiliation 
  President Trump  BLM  N=465 
   Agree  Disagree  Agree  Disagree   
In general, I support _____ 
   Total 
White 
Black 
Other POC 
Liberal  
Conservative 
30% 
26%  
36% 
36% 
5% 
80% 
62% 
67% 
56% 
52% 
93% 
11% 
54% 
60% 
47% 
44% 
86% 
12% 
37% 
32% 
50% 
43% 
7% 
83% 
465 
287 
36 
142 
214 
99 
_____ has increased my awareness of race relations in the US. 
    Total 
White 
Black 
Other POC 
Liberal  
Conservative 
62% 
65% 
61% 
58% 
71% 
59% 
21% 
20% 
22% 
21% 
20% 
18% 
69% 
75% 
50% 
60% 
89% 
44% 
20% 
14% 
44% 
27% 
4% 
42% 
465 
287 
36 
142 
214 
99 
_____ has harmed race relations. 
    Total 
White 
Black 
Other POC 
Liberal  
Conservative 
63% 
69% 
42% 
58% 
93% 
19% 
30% 
24% 
50% 
38% 
6% 
68% 
53% 
49% 
64% 
57% 
21% 
92% 
35% 
39% 
28% 
28% 
64% 
3% 
465 
287 
36 
142 
214 
99 
The people I know talk about race more since _____ ‘s campaign and administration 
began/movement began. 
   Total 
White 
Black 
Other POC 
Liberal 
Conservative 
74% 
77% 
67% 
72% 
84% 
64% 
12% 
9% 
22% 
16% 
5% 
25% 
70% 
76% 
53% 
61% 
80% 
66% 
14% 
9% 
33% 
20% 
7% 
23% 
465 
287 
36 
142 
214 
99 
 
 
Despite feelings of increased awareness, the survey indicates that a majority of students 
(62%) do not support President Trump whereas 54 percent of students support the BLM 
movement. Support for President Trump is 10 percentage points lower amongst white students 
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than minority students and white students support for Black Lives Matter is 10 percentage points 
higher at least than minority groups; these results exclude the jokesters removed during the 
earlier analysis process. These findings were unexpected given the controversial events 
surrounding President Trump from his refusal to condemn white supremacist groups to the travel 
ban and pursuit of the border wall with Mexico. Furthermore, white students are also statistically 
more likely to agree that Trump has harmed race relations and to disagree that BLM has harmed 
race relations than non-whites. Given that the Black Lives Matter movement is known for its 
advocacy for Black/African American civil rights in the United States, the fact that 50 percent of 
Black respondents do not support the movement suggests strong divisions of racialized 
perspective amongst students, potentially indicating internalized racism or self-loathing for 
some. Alternatively, the distribution of responses by political affiliation was not surprising. 
While this is potentially intuitive given that these questions are highly politicized, they show the 
politicized understanding of race relations amongst college students. For example, 93 percent of 
liberal students disagreed with the statement “In general, I support President Trump”. 93 percent 
of liberal students also agree that President Trump has harmed race relations. Whereas, 80 
percent of conservative students support President Trump and only 19 percent agree that he has 
harmed race relations.  
The interview responses to these questions do not reflect the results of the survey data, 
apart from the fact that they indicate the majority of respondents do not support President Trump. 
However, they suggest that political affiliation not only influences how students think about race 
relations, but also how students think and interact with each other in relation to their own racial 
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or ethnic identity.  One Asian American student spoke to the connection between political 
ideology and race in how she interacts with white students after the Trump election.  
Janki: And so for me, like if I find out that one of my friends, especially one of my white friends 
like supported Donald Trump, it changes the way that I look at them a little bit. Um, or if I find 
out their political leaning and it does change the way that I look at them specifically because in 
my mind it changes the way that they see me because they thought that those things were 
excusable and they thought that... they don't like, they didn't care about me and people who 
looked like me enough to change their views on Donald Trump. Um, so yeah, I definitely, like, 
especially when I'm talking to other white people, um, it definitely changes the way that I kind of 
view my relationship with them. Um not necessarily based on their race more based on like their 
political ideology and all those things, but I think that is now so intertwined with race that it kind 
of just has to be about that as well. 
 
In this response, Janki expresses the connection for her between race and political affiliation and 
how she believes people who share characteristics with Trump, primarily conservative ideology, 
are more likely to share his beliefs about minorities. She explicitly states that race and political 
ideology have become so intertwined that it is hard to differentiate the two. Elizabeth, a black, 
female respondent, expresses a similar association between race and political ideology.  
Arney: How do you think President Trump has influenced race relations? 
Elizabeth: Um... I think he's made it very clear that we haven't gone anywhere. This is like the 
exact same thing. It's like we're in 1877 and they let a couple of black politicians in office and 
then the white people got mad at and made everything a thousand times worse. Um... yeah, I 
think it's definitely created um... it's alienated different groups and it's, made it more difficult to 
understand where people are coming from. Like, um, I don't know if I hear somebody is from... 
[a small town] in North Carolina I'm going to assume they voted for Trump. And as hard I try, I 
really try hard not to judge people. My um automatic response is "Why do you hate me and 
everybody in the country and why are you racist?" Um, see, yeah, just Trump's existence as the 
president has revealed in this country that racism is very real. Um, so I guess it's made a lot of 
people mad, um, because for some reason we were silly enough to think that because we had one 
black president, we've made progress and like nobody thought that racism was dead but that it 
was dying. Um, and it's not. So yeah, I guess made it worse. 
 
Not only does Elizabeth echo Janki’s concerns about identifying racist individuals, but she also 
calls out the “post-racial” ideology and complacency that is being challenged by the current 
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political landscape. Both of these students have clear in-out group biases about people who are 
different from them. However, while historically these differences have been centered solely 
around race, there is an added element of political affiliation that contributes to the assumptions 
held by these students.  
Similar to the assumptions made by Janki and Elizabeth about white or conservative 
students, Rachel spoke to the converse of this perspective as a Republican woman of color.  
Arney: What do you think about the way President Trump has managed race relations 
throughout his campaign and presidency?  
Rachel: There are a lot there, not a lot, but there are people of color on his staff, like within, like 
co-- like everything. Um like Ben Carson and I know there's, um, there was another guy, I was 
just looking at it the other day anyway. I wouldn't say that like lots of people automatically think 
Trump think racist and that could just be because he is a Republican and lots of people relate 
Republicans to bigots and racists and sexists and everything like that. Um so like him handling 
race relations, I feel like I should be paying more attention to it but I'm not, so I don't have the 
best answer to that... I don't know, I, there's always just that like tension between him and every 
person of color I know. They hate him with a passion, but I know that I just feel like not that he 
can't be racist, but I don't want him to be racist. You know what I mean? Cause like some people 
who really are racist will not affiliate themselves with any kind of person of color at all and I 
don't know, maybe if it's just him putting on an act, trying to affiliate himself with any people of 
color. Like maybe because he's president, he's trying to like not be as racist, but I don't know 
because I feel like before he was president... I just feel like it's sometimes the way he says, the 
way he says some things will be interpreted wrong and people will take it as him being racist or 
attacking another group, any kind of ethnic group.  
Arney: When you say some people, do you agree with them? 
Rachel: Most of the time I never feel like personally attacked by him and I've been accused of not 
identifying as a person of color because my ideals are not liberal, you know? I don't know, I 
guess I just interpret things differently and I wish I could think of an example right now. I can't. 
 
Rachel acknowledges the tension between President Trump and people of color but avoids 
confronting this tensions likely as a result of her conservative beliefs. In contrast to the other 
women of color, Rachel chooses to focus on the behavior of President Trump which signals to 
her that he is not racist. As a result of this, she mentions the judgment she has received from her 
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peers, further marking the intertwined nature of race and political affiliation in the minds of 
college students.  
Logistic Regression Models 
What influences Southern college student opinions on affirmative action the most? By 
asking students to evaluate affirmative action policy, they make a judgment about the relative 
values of race, meritocracy and diversity. Given the highly personal nature of race for many 
students of color, as indicated by both the survey and interview data, I begin by examining the 
effect of race on support for affirmative action. Contrary to previous literature, Model 1, Table 7 
reveals that race has nearly no impact on support for affirmative action. This is surprising 
considering the documented differences in support for affirmative action by race in the past. One 
limitation of this study is the small proportion of Black respondents in the sample. While the 
demographics of the sample are similar to the university population, the small number of 
respondents makes the standard error in such regressions very large. In this case, the standard 
error for Black respondents supporting affirmative action is larger than the size of the effect of 
race. This result, paired with the lack of statistical significance of the model makes it difficult to 
draw any other conclusion than that race does not have a significant effect on if students support 
affirmative action.  
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Table 7. Logistic Regression Models of Support for Affirmative Action by Southern University students  
  Model 1  Model 2   Model 3   Model 4  Model 5 
Race 
White​b 
Black 
 
Other POC 
 
Political Affiliation 
Liberal​b 
Conservative 
 
Socially Liberal, Fiscally 
Conservative 
Unaffiliated 
 
Other  
 
Prefer not to respond 
Social background 
Female 
 
Class year 
 
Need-based Aid 
 
Parent Education 
  No Higher Education​b   
  Technical/Associates 
 
  Bachelors  
 
  More than college 
 
Family structure 
Racial Attitudes 
Stereotypes 
 
Perceived threat 
 
Social Awareness 
Impact of historical inequities 
 
 
-0.217 
(0.35) 
-0.34 
(0.12) 
  
 
-0.17 
(.43) 
-0.20 
(.25) 
 
 
-3.28** 
(0.38) 
-2.0** 
(0.27) 
-1.2** 
(0.53) 
-3.0** 
(0.77) 
-2.0**  
(0.54) 
  
 
-0.11 
(0.44) 
-0.18 
(0.26) 
 
 
-3.2** 
(0.39) 
-2.0** 
(0.29) 
-1.4** 
(0.55) 
-3.0** 
(0.79) 
-2.0** 
(0.56) 
 
0.45 
(0.26) 
0.20* 
(0.10) 
0.24 
(0.30) 
 
 
-0.67 
(0.55) 
0.34 
(0.42) 
-0.09 
(0.39) 
0.46 
(0.41) 
  
  
 
 
0.41  
(0.58) 
0.10 
(0.32) 
 
 
-1.3** 
(0.50) 
-0.96** 
(0.36) 
-1.05 
(0.66) 
-1.5 
(1.00) 
 -1.48* 
(0.74) 
 
-0.24 
(0.33) 
0.16 
(0.19) 
0.11 
(0.35) 
 
 
-1.22 
(0.68) 
0.00 
(0.54) 
-0.47 
(0.51) 
0.19  
(0.52) 
 
-0.95** 
(0.35) 
-1.5** 
(0.20) 
 
 
0.61 
(.61) 
0.32 
(0.34) 
 
 
-1.1* 
(0.52) 
-0.94** 
(0.36) 
-1.17 
(0.68) 
-1.7 
(1.0) 
-1.31 
(0.78) 
 
-0.32 
(0.35) 
0.19  
(0.13) 
0.04 
(0.37) 
 
 
-0.99 
(0.68) 
0.11 
(0.53) 
-0.33 
(0.51) 
0.21 
(0.53) 
 
-0.94** 
(0.36) 
-1.28** 
(0.22) 
 
1.07** 
(0.41) 
 
 
 
  
     
     
Constant 
Pseudo R​2 
-0.11 
(0.11) 
0.0043 
1.06** 
(0.17) 
0.2471 
-0.73 
(0.93) 
0.2699 
1.48 
(1.12) 
0.4609 
0.25 
(1.29) 
0.4716 
a ​Standard errors are in parentheses 
b​ Reference category 
* p <.05; ** p <.01 
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Does the impact of race on support for affirmative action change when controlling for 
political affiliation? No. When controlling for political affiliation the effect of race on student 
opinion decreases. However, the ability of the model to predict student opinions on affirmative 
action skyrockets. Where Model 1 only accounted for 0.43% of the variation in support for 
affirmative action, Model 2 accounts for nearly 25% of the variation. All other political 
affiliation categories are significantly less likely to support affirmative action than liberals, with 
conservative identification having the highest negative effect.  
Model 3 controls for the effect of social background characteristics such as gender, class 
year, financial aid status, and parent education. Financial aid, parent education, and family 
structure are being used as proxies for socioeconomic status. Financial aid is a dummy binary 
variable identifying students who received need-based aid. Parent education is also a dummy 
variable which identifies four levels of parent/guardian education: no higher education, 
technical/associates degree, bachelor’s degree, higher than bachelor’s degree. Students are then 
categorized based on their parent/guardian with the highest level of education. Family structure 
indicates if they live with one or two parents or guardians. The effect of race on support for 
affirmative action is further reduced by accounting for social background variables, and the 
effect of political affiliation remains relatively stable. Gender effects are nearly statistically 
significant, but not enough to claim females are more likely to support affirmative action than 
males. Class year has a positive, significant relationship with support for affirmative action. This 
indicates that even when controlling for gender, political affiliation, and race, years spent in 
college has a positive relationship with support for affirmative action. This is likely correlated 
with increased exposure to liberal ideology on college campuses as well as exposure to ideas 
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about racial disparities, historical inequality, and new racism. All three measures of 
socioeconomic status are statistically insignificant. This could be because there is not an 
especially large socioeconomic range among the sample of respondents. The survey data 
indicates that the majority of respondents, over 47 percent, do not receive any form of financial 
aid in paying for college. This suggests that most respondents or their families are wealthy 
enough to not be offered university or federal support to pay for college. The variance in student 
support for affirmative action accounted for in this model increases to nearly 27%, meaning this 
model describes the survey results more accurately, but overall social background does not have 
a large effect on support for affirmative action.  
Model 4 considers the impact of racial attitudes on support for affirmative action. The 
two added variables in this category measure the effect of a stereotype index and a perceived 
threat index. The stereotype index adds the number of stereotypes an individual respondent 
agrees with based on three questions: “Most Black/African Americans are loud”, “Most 
Black/African Americans are not deserving because they are lazy and don’t work hard”, and 
“Most Black/African Americans are less intelligent than their white counterparts”. Higher scores 
indicate more stereotype usage. The perceived threat index is based on agreement with two 
statements: “Affirmative action for blacks is unfair to whites” and “Affirmative action for 
minorities may force employers to hire unqualified people”. This index is applied to all racial 
groups despite the typical application of group threat to white people in scenarios about racial 
policy. This is because Julie and Margaret both mentioned attitudes of Asian students, which 
reflect the same script of group threat and indicates that multiple groups can feel threatened by 
racially targeted policies like affirmative action. Within this model, the effect of race on support 
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for affirmative action became closer to statistically significant; the direction of the effect also 
changed when controlling for racial attitudes, which is notable. This means that when controlling 
for negative racial stereotypes and fear of group competition, minority groups are more likely to 
support affirmative action. However, the increase in significance is still not enough to say that 
race has any meaningful effect on support for affirmative action. Controlling for racial attitudes 
decreases the significance of some of the smaller political affiliation categories, but this is likely 
a result of sample size. The effect size of conservative and socially liberal, fiscally conservative 
identities decreased, although they maintained their significance and direction. 
Other notable results of this model include that none of the social background variables 
have a significant effect on support for affirmative action when controlling for racial attitudes. 
Additionally, with the additional controls, this model now accounts for 46% of the variance in 
support for affirmative action, meaning these variables account for approximately half of the 
influences on student opinions on support for affirmative action. 
The last model examined in this study controls for opinions on the effects of historical 
inequities. Students were asked to respond “agree,” “disagree,” or “unsure” to the statement 
“Most Black/African Americans are still coping with historical inequities”. While the statement 
may make a sweeping generalization, the students who answered “agree” to this question 
acknowledge the effects of historical oppression and the lasting impact the United States history 
of prejudice has on society today. By controlling for students who agree with the continued 
existence of historical inequities, the model attempts to account for how people think about 
racism in the 21 ​st​ Century. The significance of racial effects increase again, but not enough to 
become significant. The size effects of conservative and socially liberal, fiscally conservative 
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ideologies continue to decrease related to liberal ideology but remain significant unlike the 
smaller political affiliation categories. Social background demographics remain statistically 
insignificant, and racial attitudes continue to be significant. This model is considered the best 
because it has the smallest log likelihood of any of the other models and accounts for 47% of the 
variation in support for affirmative action.  
In general, these models show that political affiliation has the most significant impact on 
student support for affi ​rmative action but that racial attitudes and belief in the continued effects 
of historical inequality ​ ​matter as well. It is difficult to tell if the findings of this study are 
different because of the socio-political context of the study or its geographic location, but it 
suggests that student attitudes about race are continuing to evolve over time.  
Significance of Race/Ethnicity 
Despite the findings of the logistical regression, the interview analysis supports the 
significance of race and ethnicity. When asked, “How does your racial or ethnic identity shape 
your views on race and ethnicity”, fourteen out of sixteen interviewees stated that their 
racial/ethnic identity influences the way they think about race. The majority of the white students 
noted either their position of privilege in race relations or their lack of personal experience 
participating in narratives about race. They made statements such as, ​“I need to be aware that 
I'm not as informed about certain backgrounds as those who are of that background​”, ​“I try to 
do more listening on conversations about race than I do talking because I feel like that’s 
important as being the person with privilege in that sector”​. One white, male summarized this 
perspective well: 
James (White, male): Um, it shaped my views because I don't really know anything because I 
haven't really experienced anything negative because I'm white. Um, so I have to hear it from 
people and I have to do my own research to truly understand. Um... like a common thing people 
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say it's like "I'm not racist. I have a black friend" but like racism goes deeper than being mean to 
a person that's not from the same background as you. Other stuff... like subtleties and 
micro-aggressions and things you're just not aware of that you just need to be open to learning 
about.  
 
While not all students articulated such a nuanced perspective on racism, the majority of white 
students interviewed emphasized their lack knowledge on the topic of race and spoke to their 
attempts to keep an open mind about learning from people with more experience thinking about 
race. All but one white student acknowledged their race shaped their views on race and ethnicity. 
That student, a male, simply stated, “It doesn’t,” when asked during his interview.  
Alternatively, most students of color emphasized their personal experience when asked 
“How does that [your racial or ethnic identity] shape your views on race and ethnicity” and some 
took a position of authority on the topic of race and ethnicity.  
Arney: What is your racial or ethnic identity?  
Elizabeth (Black, female): I am black, black, black, black. [laughs] 
Arney: And how does that shape your views on race and ethnicity? 
Elizabeth:  Um, well first of all, I actually have to think about it because I'm black because it 
shapes my everyday life. Um, I'd say that um, yeah, a lot of times in conversations I'm the one 
who's looked at to like give ... the racial viewpoint. So like, um, I do that because if you're going 
to look to me, I'm going to give you a good viewpoint, I guess. Um, yeah, it definitely determines 
how much I think about race and the fact that, um, I know and experience that race can be a 
determinant of your life outcomes and other people don't have to think about that. 
 
Arney: Okay. And what is your racial or ethnic identity? 
Susanna (Latina, female): Latina 
Arney: And how does that shape your views on race and ethnicity? 
Susanna: Um, I feel like especially in our community, there's a lot of voices that are hiding in the 
shadows. Um And I feel like, especially for my parents that are undocumented, I sometimes like 
need to stand up for my whole family, um and so bringing that awareness to other racial groups 
and um ethnic groups is hugely important because I feel like a lot of people hold back from um 
taking a stand on what they believe in because they're scared. Um And also kind of, I guess it 
also shaped me because of my culture and what I believe in and um where my family comes from 
this kind of like a pride for me. Um, and I also love learning about my culture everyday. 
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Both interviewees expressed a sense of pride in their identity, Elizabeth through the repetition of 
her race and Susanna in referencing her pride in her culture. Beyond this pride, both spoke to 
how their racial/ethnic identities influence their daily life and motivate them to speak out in 
conversations that are relevant to race.  
However, to acknowledge one counterpoint to this perspective, one student of color tries 
to not let her racial/ethnic identity shape her views.  
Arney: What is your racial or ethnic identity? 
Rachel: I identify as Asian American and Pacific Islander and Hispanic. 
Arney: How has your identity shaped your views on race and ethnicity? 
Rachel:Um, I definitely embrace my culture, all the different cultures. So that's something but I 
don't like... how it shapes views.... So that's, that kind of goes back to how I identify. I'm a 
Republican so um usually, you don't see many people of color as a Republican and that's 
something that um... I don't really let my ethnicity define my views. Yeah, yeah, I mean I don't, I 
don't really let these, let them really sway how I look at things because usually lots of like 
conservative ideals seem to be against like people of color that ... I don't know. 
 
Rachel first acknowledges her multi-racial identity and then mentions that “conservative ideals 
seem to be against people of color”. Her solution to this potential cognitive dissonance seems to 
be compartmentalizing different aspects of her identity which differs from some of the other 
students who discuss their identities as influential of one another. This choice is unique amongst 
the other students of color I interviewed but still provides insight to one explanation for opinion 
variation within racial groups. Rachel also introduces her personal observations about the 
distribution of political affiliation amongst racial groups, providing further evidence for the 
importance of political affiliation.  
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Discussion and Conclusion 
This study utilized a two-pronged research method approach to understanding how 
college students at an elite, Southern university think about or manage concepts of race, 
meritocracy, and diversity through the lens of affirmative action. I began this project with one 
main hypothesis: college students who experienced the socio-political change in the United 
States over the course of 2014-2018 will have different perspectives on race, meritocracy, and 
diversity than those who completed college before this period. My initial thoughts on this 
hypothesis were that current students would have a different distribution of racial frames than 
their predecessors, most likely shifting towards a greater usage of the power analysis frame. 
However, over the course of this project, understanding distribution of student frames became 
increasingly complicated due to the limits of my quantitative data collection methods. Instead, 
my focus shifted to exploring the factors that influence student opinion, revealing a major shift in 
the influence of salient identity characteristics on how students think about race. The primary 
finding of this study was the significance of political affiliation in influencing students’ attitudes 
towards race, meritocracy, and diversity rather than students’ own racial or ethnic identity.  
Given the limitations of this study, I do not argue with the established literature on the 
significance of race in influencing opinions on the interaction between race, meritocracy, and 
diversity or racial policy. In fact, despite the lack of statistical significance of race in my logistic 
regression, the consistency of student acknowledgment of the role of their own racial or ethnic 
identity in influencing the way they think about race during the interviews suggests that race 
continues to have an impact in the mind of the student, even if its effect is difficult to distinguish 
from other confounding variables in this study. Rather, I argue this study speaks to new 
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interpretations about linkage between race and political affiliation. These interpretations are 
contextualized by the recent politicized social justice movements and supported by the strong 
correlation between political affiliation, attitudes on affirmative action policy, racial stereotypes, 
and student assumptions about the meaning of political affiliation related to race. The major 
categories of political affiliation remained statistically significant when controlling for the effect 
of race, social background, stereotypes, and belief in continued effects of historic inequality. 
While none of the logistic regression models perfectly explain the variation in student support for 
affirmative action, political affiliation accounts for over 25% of this variation, meaning it is 
highly influential. This is important to the way that college students think about race, 
meritocracy, and diversity because it means that the dimensionality of decision-making around 
these concepts is expanding beyond racial/ethnic interest groups, as suggested by the previous 
literature, to include consideration of political ideology as well. Student inclusion of political 
ideology in their decision-making is complex, but revolves around making clear in-out group 
distinctions primarily based on political affiliation but on race as well.  
Adding Meaning to Political Affiliation 
Due to the polarity of the two-party system, the exploration of how students manage race, 
meritocracy and diversity centers on student interpretation of binary categories of political 
affiliation and racial awareness. These binary categories of political affiliation paired with 
opinions on racial policy are best characterized by collectivist vs. individualist ideology.  
Duncan: ... One of the cancers especially of a lot of leftist politics is that viewing people as a 
collective and bestowing, especially on at the university level ... this victimhood mentality in the 
sense that it doesn't promote a sense of personal responsibility and being a good person and it 
sort of provides the easy, the easy way out is to play is to deem yourself a victim of systematic 
oppression a lot of which has proven itself to not actually exist...  
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Duncan is the only interviewee to use the collective vs. individualist language, but his 
articulation of liberal ideology fits the pattern, which emerges from this study. He notes that 
liberals “view people as a collective” rather than individuals and therefore accept the rationale of 
systematic oppression for disparities in outcomes. Duncan in contrast to this, prefers an 
individualist approach that promotes “a sense of personal responsibility” and implies that success 
is internally driven rather than influenced by external factors. The individualist perspective 
aligns well with a color blindness frame. As stated earlier, the color-blind frame asserts that 
paying attention to race leads to discrimination and therefore race should not be considered when 
making any decisions. This view takes an individualist rather than collective approach, meaning 
it assesses individuals rather than their social circumstance. This quote by Duncan also indicates 
that he and potentially other conservatives understand the language of systematic oppression or 
new racism, but continue to hold to their individualist ideology, resulting in opinions about how 
individual behavior is the cause of lack of success.  
In contrast to this view, liberal students believe that viewing people as a collective is a 
way of examining group outcomes, and ignoring disparities in those outcomes is “wrong”. 
Duncan implies that liberals tend to believe in the concept of “systematic oppression” and 
identify people as victims of systematic oppression, which liberals deem problematic. Using this 
framework, it makes sense why liberal students are more likely to believe that the effects of 
historical inequalities persist than conservatives and why they are less likely to believe in the 
negative behavioral stereotypes about Blacks/African Americans. At the root of these beliefs lies 
undertones of understanding new racism. While not all liberal students may understand the 
terminology, the majority believes that historical inequalities affect the lives of people of color 
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today. They are motivated by their dedication to social justice to comment on this fact and 
attempt to change it for the future. This means that when conservative students not only ignore 
new racism but support people who use overt racism, they feel threatened and cling to their 
in-out group biases. While the degree of threat perceived by liberals may depend on the 
intersectionality of their identity, their political affiliation gives them the language to draw the 
lines on the basis of racialized policy.  
While these findings are limited to the opinions of undergraduate students at an elite 
southern university, they allude to a shift in the interests and alignments of southern, 
college-educated youth. Divisions around issues of racial policy are no longer exclusively 
race-based. Instead, liberal students are associating political affiliation with social justice 
paradigms for evaluating the society rather than limiting political judgments to government 
institutions. Evidence from this study implies the requirements for avoiding a “racist” label are 
expanding to not only consider overt racist attitudes and behavior, but also political affiliation. 
These implications are simultaneously exciting and concerning. While on one hand liberal 
students may be acknowledging the systemic nature of racism in their responses to questions 
about Black access to employment and housing, it also suggests the increasing political 
polarization in the country has greater implications for race relations than previously discussed. 
Furthermore, while Warikoo’s study did not focus on the influence of political affiliation, there 
does seem to be a difference in the way students evaluate race, meritocracy, and diversity. 
Warikoo’s findings discussed a broad distribution of racial frames for thinking about the 
construct of interest, one of which, power analysis, did focus on acknowledging the continued 
effects of historical inequity and the importance of social justice. However, the students who 
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held this frame did not use the same condemning language about people who held different 
perspectives. Her 2009-2011 interview findings show a frustration with peers who did not 
understand historical inequity, but did not make as sweeping generalizations about the people 
who fall into that category as the 2017-2018 interview respondents did. This is important 
because it suggests a rapid change in the influences of the way students think about race, which 
is notable because most social change takes a long time. However, it is necessary to 
acknowledge the limitations in comparing these studies given that one was conducted at private 
universities in the north and abroad while the present study was conducted at a public institution 
in the south. There are also differences in temporal context.  
Limitations  
Incomplete Sample Frame  
There are multiple limitations to be considered when interpreting the results of this study. 
The first limitation of this study is the sample frame. I selected Facebook as the form of survey 
distribution because it was the fastest and most efficient method for reaching Southern 
University undergraduate students . However, it was impossible to control for a number of 1
biasing conditions such as distribution to all undergraduates, bias in participant opt-in due to 
researcher name recognition, and encouraging students to take the survey seriously. While the 
survey did include a blurb noting the requirements for qualification for the survey and asked 
participants to indicate the necessary demographics before being permitted to take the survey in 
full, it is possible people lied to gain access to the survey. While I focused data cleaning on 
removing respondents who did not take the survey seriously, it is impossible to account for all of 
1 My initial plan was to distribute surveys via the university listserv but my access request was denied. It is 
possible this is because Southern University is currently being sued for use of affirmative action in 
admissions. 
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these “jokesters”, the ones I chose to keep did have consistent ideology because removal of them 
could discount the pockets of student groups who share their beliefs. Furthermore, as with most 
online surveys, this study was subject to response bias. This means that the people who 
responded to the survey could be different from those who did not because they were motivated 
to participate. Due to the subject of the study, it is possible the people who participated in the 
survey have stronger feelings about race, meritocracy, and diversity than those who did not 
respond, potentially contributing to the polarizing opinions exhibited by student respondents.  
Small Sample Size for Black Students 
While the demographics for the sample were similar to the Southern University 
undergraduate student population, the sample had a small number of Black student respondents. 
This means that each response has a higher relative value when examining trends by race and can 
cause a skewed perception of the true distribution of opinion if these students were different 
from a group that had been randomly selected. It is possible that the treatment of the small 
sample size of Black respondents along with the treatment of the race variable decreased the 
significance of race in the logistic regression. While this is concerning, I think the discussion of 
the results acknowledges that race continues to be important and promotes increased 
consideration of political affiliation instead of advocating for the importance of one over the 
other.  
Affirmative Action as a Proxy 
Another limitation to consider when interpreting the quantitative results, is the fact that 
liberal ideology is more likely to support the use of affirmative action policies given the 
emphasis placed upon social justice and outcome equity. As mentioned previously, there are 
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multiple theories about the rationale for not supporting affirmative action, which correspond with 
political affiliation rather than race or understanding of race relations (Sears, et. al, 2000). 
Students who uphold the principled-objection hypothesis, or the belief that any type of 
demographic-specific policy is contrary to American values, have different political priorities 
than liberals do. Liberals tend to focus on outcome equity while conservatives prioritize process 
equity. Just as conclusions about student opinions on affirmative action are difficult to separate 
from conservative political ideologies, conclusions about liberal understanding of race relations 
and racism may be confounded by liberal ideology, which support race-based policies rather than 
understanding the goals or motivations of those policies. While it is important to consider the 
confounding effects of these ideologies on the logistic regression, I believe the interview data 
confirms the increased importance of political affiliation in terms of how current college students 
think about race, meritocracy, and diversity.  
Small Interview Sample Size 
Another limitation of this study includes the limited demographics of the interview 
respondents. While the interview data did help explore the majority of survey results, due to the 
lack of Black, male, and conservative respondents, it is difficult to draw conclusions about the 
rationale behind some of the surprising survey findings.  
White Stereotype Threat 
One potential limitation of this study may be white stereotype threat. According to 
Warikoo, white students assign a moral value to being considered "not racist" (Warikoo, 2016). 
Given the recent demonstrations of white supremacist groups, it is possible that white students 
are worried about being perceived as morally similar to white supremacists if they oppose a 
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racial policy. Although this is a reasonable hypothesis, the anonymity of the survey should 
mediate some of the effect of white stereotype threat and allow students to be honest with their 
response. Alternatively, white students who participated in the interview process may have been 
more likely to feel this anxiety. However, this would likely have been mediated by the fact that 
their interviewer was white. This racial matching could have made students feel less likely to be 
judged for their opinions since they did not have to share their opinions with a person of color 
who could be perceived as more likely to label them as racist.  
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Appendix A 
Interview Questions 
1. What is your year?  
2. What is your major? 
3. Do you have any minors? 
4. What is “political correctness”? * 
a. What do you think of it? 
5. Do students of different ethnic and racial backgrounds at [Southern University, SU] mix 
in general? * 
a. Do any groups self-segregate? To what extent? What do you think of that?* 
6. How does diversity affect life on [SU]’s campus, if at all?*  
a. How has diversity enhanced life at [SU], if at all? * 
b. What problems has it created for the university and university life?* 
7. How has diversity influenced your college experience? * 
a. How has your college experience changed your understanding of blacks, Latinos, 
Asians, Muslims, and other minority groups, or multiculturalism in general, if at 
all? * 
8. How have events at [SU] shaped your views on multiculturalism and diversity?* 
a. What about controversies that have come up? Tell me about those and how they 
shaped your thinking.* 
9. Have you attended any events sponsored by one of the ethnic or race groups at [SU], like 
a party, cultural event, lecture, or anything else? What was it, and how was that 
experience? * 
10.  ​Some people see ethnic and racial organizations in college as divisive and leading to 
separatism, and others see them as important support networks that also promote cultural 
diversity. What do you think?* 
11. Would you say [SU] is a meritocracy in terms of its admissions? [If they ask: 
Meritocracy is a system in which achievement and success are based on merit rather than, 
for example, what school you went to, your class, whom you know, etc.]* 
a. In what ways?* 
b. In what ways is it not?* 
12. Affirmative action is an action or policy favoring those who experience discrimination, 
especially in relation to employment or education.  
a. Do you support the use of affirmative action policies? 
b. Do you think you have ever been helped by affirmative action? 
c. Do you think you have ever been harmed by affirmative action? 
d. Are you concerned about affirmative action affecting you in the future? 
13. In general, do you think [SU]’s admission and recruitment policies are sufficiently 
inclusive? Why or why not? 
14. Does [SU] do a good job of supporting its minority students and promoting 
multiculturalism on campus?* 
a. In what ways?* 
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b. In what ways could it improve?* 
c. Does the university go too far?* 
15. At UNC 15.6% of students are black (8.1%) or Latinx (7.5%), but about 31.1% (13.3 
Black/AFAM, 17.8 Hispanic/Latino July, 2016) % of the United States population and 
31.4% of North Carolina (22.2% Black/AFAM, 9.2% Latinx/Hispanic in NC -- July, 
2017) is black or Latino:* (The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 2017; U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2017) 
a. How do you explain this difference?*  
b. Do you think its a problem?* 
c. Should the university do anything about it? If so, what?* 
16. Do you think that college admissions should consider racial or ethnic background when 
deciding whether to admit students to [SU]? (if yes) Why? * 
a. Under what conditions, if any, should race be considered in admissions? 
b. What about public vs. private school? (if yes) why? * 
c. What about social class? (if yes) Why? * 
d. What about athletic ability? (if yes) Why?* 
e. What about parents being [SU] alumni? (if yes) Why? * 
17. How do you think President Trump has influenced race relations throughout his 
campaign and presidency? 
18.  How do you think the Black Lives Matter movement has influenced race relations? 
19. Do you think national current events have influenced your views on race? Or the way you 
think about race?  
a. Why or why not? / How so? 
b. Do you think you have thought about race relations more since the beginning of 
these events? 
20. White students ​: What has been your exposure to ethnic minorities and immigrants?* 
21. Students of color: ​What has been your experience to ethnic and racial groups other than 
your own?* 
22. Tell me about a time when you experienced a positive interaction with a person of a 
different race* 
23. Tell me about a time when you experienced a negative interaction with a person of a 
different race* 
24. Have you witnessed racial prejudice? [discrimination, racist jokes]? 
a. How did you react in that situation?  
25. Have there been situations in which you feel you have experienced racial discrimination? 
Tell me about one of them?* 
26. Describe to me a situation involving race or ethnicity in which you had to make a 
difficult decision?* 
27. What is your racial or ethnic identity?* 
a. How does your identity shape your views on race and ethnicity?* 
28. What led you to sign up for this interview?*  2
 
 
2 *Question was adapted from 2016 Warikoo study 
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